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Editorial Introduction
Betsy Gilliland
University of Hawai‘i Mānoa
Katherine Daily O’Meara
Emporia State University

W

elcome to the Spring 2020 issue of the Journal of Response to
Writing. This year marks our 6th year of publishing, and this
new issue contains five articles illustrating how our journal
covers a wide range of topics of interest to scholars and teachers of firstand second-language writing.
We see in this issue a nice balance between studies looking at what
students do and other studies considering what teachers do. The first feature article is Bruce Bowles’s “The Texts Within the Context: Examining
the Influence of Contextual Documents on Students’ Interpretations of
Teachers’ Written Feedback.” Bowles discusses the importance of considering more than just what teachers write in the margins of students’ drafts
when we think about what informs students’ perspectives on the texts they
write. In this study, the focus is on how students in first-year composition
(FYC) make use of contextual classroom resources (e.g., assignments, student/teacher conferences, and grading materials) to understand teacher
feedback. Bowles conducted case studies of six students throughout the
course of an entire assignment sequence in two FYC classrooms. In interviews, the students explained how they interpreted their teachers’ assignment instructions, grading rubrics, and other guidelines provided in
Gilliland, B. & O’Meara, K. (2020). Editorial introduction. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 1–5.
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print documents and oral conferences. Bowles emphasizes the importance of conferences in helping students make sense of assignments and
feedback. Bowles’s findings provide teachers with points to consider as
they construct assignment descriptions and rubrics, and comment on
students’ writing with those documents in mind.
In another feature article considering students’ experiences with response to writing in a university classroom, Brice Particelli’s “StudentLed Assessment: A Small Study on Classroom Rubric Development and
Peer Grading Practices” looks closely at involving second-year college
composition students in creating rubrics and assessing the writing of
their peers. Particelli describes in detail how he framed a 7-week writing
unit that guided students through genre analysis, rubric development,
and peer assessment. In surveys administered before, in the middle of,
and after the final grading, he asked students about their previous experiences with peer grading and how they felt about the process during the
unit. Findings revealed that students were generally apprehensive going
into the process of peer grading, but after completing the assignment,
students reported satisfaction with the experience and a higher degree
of self-confidence. This study raises important questions for further discussions of peer response, rubric creation, and grading by teachers and
students alike.
The following two articles consider teachers’ experiences in learning and implementing forms of response. In the article “The Effects of
Informal Training on Graduate Teaching Assistants’ Response Beliefs,”
Andrew Thomas-James Moos investigates the differences between formal
training (e.g., what teachers learn about feedback from coursework, professional development, and theory) and informal training (e.g., what they
learn about feedback from their own experiences as writers and teachers).
Moos surveyed 15 graduate students who were teaching writing at a US
university. Later, Moos conducted follow-up interviews with 10 of the respondents. Findings confirmed previous research showing that informal
training has some influence on teachers’ practices, although the difference in influence can be seen across participants. One interesting implication in Moos’s study is that novice teachers need experience in order
to make sense of theory presented in their formal studies. Moos suggests
that those who educate writing teachers should draw more explicitly on
Gilliland, B. & O’Meara, K. (2020). Editorial introduction. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 1–5.
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new teachers’ prior experiences with feedback (informal training) in
order to strengthen the new teachers’ abilities to connect that with what
they learn in the classroom (formal training).
The error-correction strategy of dynamic written corrective feedback
(DWCF) has been considered previously in JRW in Hartshorn and Evans
(2015) and Kurzer (2018). In this issue, Rachel Anna Messenger, Norman
W. Evans, and K. James Hartshorn take up the issue of manageability, one
core concern of the practice, in their feature article “Managing Dynamic
Written Corrective Feedback: Perspectives of Experienced Teachers.”
Messenger, Evans, and Hartshorn spoke specifically with teachers who
have been using the approach for several years (some since its conception); as a researcher-practitioner, Messenger also kept a log of her
own experiences implementing DWCF during a semester teaching ESL
writing in a university intensive English program. Findings reveal that
most of the experienced teachers felt that DWCF was manageable, although one felt it took too much time. The teacher-participants off
ered recommendations for other teachers in the implementation of the
practice.
We conclude the issue with a teaching article, Anthony Edgington’s
“Breaking the Cycle: Using Reflective Activities to Transform Teacher
Response.” Edgington focuses on writing teachers’ reflection-in-action,
defined as the reflection that teachers do while they are in the midst of
providing feedback. Concerned that teachers too often practice a “pedagogy of severity” when providing feedback by focusing primarily on
the negative in students’ texts, Edgington suggests that teachers would
benefit from stepping back and reflecting on their feedback practices.
Providing cases from his own experience as well as examples from the
literature, Edgington says writing teachers can reflect in the moment on
their response practices by using his two proposed approaches: a written
journal and audio-recorded reflections. He argues that these approaches
work, even for teachers who do not see themselves as “journal people”
or who do not have much time for extensive inquiry into their own work.
Through reflection-in-action, teachers can identify ways that their own
feelings may be interacting with their commentary, as well as ideas that
they can bring into their teaching to help their students improve their
writing.
Gilliland, B. & O’Meara, K. (2020). Editorial introduction. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 1–5.
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In closing, readers may have noticed that the vast majority of articles in our journal to date have focused on English-medium, university-
level writing classes in North America. While it is not our intention to
ignore all the other contexts where people are responding to others’
writing, we can only publish what we receive from authors. If you are
investigating response to writing in other languages, other countries, or
other contexts, please consider sending us a manuscript! We would love
to include articles about how teachers respond to their students’ writing
around the globe, how children and adolescents learn to provide each
other with feedback, and how professional writers interpret the comments they receive from editors, for example. The JRW editors are also
interested in supporting authors who may have less experience with academic publishing. If you have an idea but are not sure how to approach
writing about it, please email us: we would like to work with you to get it
in shape for submission.
Finally, a reminder that you can follow us on Facebook
(@JournalofResponsetoWriting), Twitter (@Journal_RW), and Instagram
(@journal_rw). We share updates about the journal as well as calls for
proposals for conferences and other projects that may be of interest to our
readers. And if you see the JRW editors or editorial board at a conference,
please come say hello!

Gilliland, B. & O’Meara, K. (2020). Editorial introduction. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 1–5.
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The Texts Within the Context:
Examining the Influence of Contextual
Documents on Students’ Interpretations
of Teachers’ Written Feedback
Bruce Bowles
Texas A&M University–Central Texas
In spite of a host of scholarship pertaining to response and the contexts that surround our response practices, few have studied how everyday classroom texts may
inform students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback on their writing.
This article examines the results from case studies of six students across two firstyear composition (FYC) classrooms and explores how these students drew upon
three types of contextual factors—assignment descriptions/texts, student-teacher conferences, and grading materials—in order to articulate their interpretations
of their teachers’ written feedback. This article investigates the roles each of these
contextual factors play in students’ interpretations of their teachers’ written commentary. It also discusses how classroom texts work reciprocally with one another
and in conjunction with teachers’ overall pedagogical practices. The article further
argues for greater attention to these classroom texts in response scholarship and
practice, along with recommending an approach to response that views these
contextual factors and written feedback in a more pedagogically integrated fashion. The article concludes by advocating for the development of cohesive narratives
about writing across the texts teachers create in their classrooms and the written
commentary they provide to students.

Keywords: response, context, assignment descriptions, student-teacher conferences,
rubrics, grades
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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“Are you watching closely?” While this common question asked
by magicians seems like an attempt to establish ethos, an invitation to
make sure that the magician is not attempting to deceive the audience,
it is, intriguingly, a ruse meant precisely to deceive the audience. By having the audience fixate on particular aspects of an illusion, magicians
draw the audience’s attention away from what they do not want them to
see. There is a reason magicians employ an array of theatrical elements
in their performances. The more the audience’s perception is focused
on these elements, the more apt the viewers are to miss what is going
on peripherally. Yet there, on the edges of the spectacle, away from the
theatricality and wonder, is frequently where the real trick of the illusion occurs.
A similar misdirection can occur when teachers respond to students’
writing. Teachers will “watch closely” and be attentive to the words they
compose in the margins and at the end of students’ texts. However, these
comments exist within a much broader context and can have a reciprocal relationship with other texts found in the classroom. These texts that
exist on the periphery of the classroom are where much of the meaning-
making for students may occur.
Scholarship on teacher response has indeed questioned whether exclusive focus on written commentary directs attention away from other
vital elements of our response practices (e.g., Huot, 2002; Knoblauch &
Brannon, 1981; Mathison-Fife & O’Neill, 2001). Seemingly minor contextual nuances have been demonstrated to have a profound impact on
how teachers’ written commentary is analyzed, evaluated, and even interpreted by students. These contributions are invaluable to the scholarship
on response, yet there is limited research as to how everyday, seemingly
mundane classroom texts influence students’ interpretations of written
commentary. Texts such as assignment prompts, assignment-related activities, student-teacher conferences, grading criteria, and even assigned
grades can acutely impact the manner in which students engage with—
and make meaning from—teachers’ responses.
This article reflects on the findings of a study which examined how
students drew upon various classroom texts—referred to during the study
as (con)texts—while interpreting their teachers’ written commentary.
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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The article begins by reviewing the existing scholarship on context and
response, focusing on theoretical endeavors as well as research that analyzes particular contextual factors. Afterwards, the methodology used will
be elaborated. Then, the article will address the findings from six case
studies across two first-year composition (FYC) classrooms. Discussion
of the findings will then address implications of this research, especially
in relation to the existing research on response practices and the contextual factors under consideration. Lastly, the article will contemplate what
these contextual interpretations suggest about response practices and how
teachers can improve their own response practices as a result. Overall, this
article seeks to demonstrate how attentiveness to these (con)texts can
provide a more nuanced analysis of written commentary and promote a
more pedagogically integrated approach to response practices.
Background: The (Not Quite Complete) Ascendancy of
Context in Response Scholarship
Discussions of the importance of context in response scholarship
are certainly not new. The most notable critiques of decontextualized
approaches began emerging in the early 1980s. Knoblauch and Brannon
(1981) were among the first scholars to speculate as to this potential
oversight. They claimed that research into improving response practices
operated under two primary, yet faulty, assumptions:
First, that the process of commenting can be isolated from the whole
environment of oral and written communication between teacher
and student, and, second, that categories of response can be further
isolated according to the intrinsic merits of their superficial features.
(p. 2)
Knoblauch and Brannon viewed response as inseparable from the
classroom context and contingent on an understanding of the communicative relationship between teacher and student.
Yet, two major empirical studies that followed their work primarily focused on instructors’ written comments. Connors and Lunsford
(1993) used 3,000 student papers from 300 teachers to identify patterns in
teachers’ commentary on student writing. They discovered that although
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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teachers addressed more rhetorical concerns and were not as fixated on
surface-level features of writing as they had been in the past, teachers’
rhetorical comments were still just as formulaic and mechanical as those
past grammatical corrections. Additionally, Straub and Lunsford (1995)
sent 12 prominent scholars in the field of rhetoric and composition a set
of 15 student essays and asked them to provide written commentary.
Straub and Lunsford’s extensive methodology analyzed the comments
from two main perspectives: focus and mode. Straub and Lunsford then
used this analysis to classify the 12 responders’ styles based on a continuum, ranging from authoritative styles to interactive styles, and generated seven guiding principles for effective response. Although Straub and
Lunsford provided simulated contextual parameters and acknowledged
the limitations of not having authentic contexts, their analysis relied primarily on analyzing the written comments the scholars provided. Both
studies framed scholarship on response and response practices in a textual, not contextual, fashion.
Mathison-Fife and O’Neill (2001), however, reasserted the need for
a more context-sensitive approach to the study of response. Advocating
for the central role that context should occupy in response scholarship,
they claimed, “The prevailing assumption of the research has been that
the problems of ineffective response and loss of student textual authority
lies in the teachers’ written comments; solving these problems, then,
means improving and changing the written comments” (p. 302). Since
the problems of response have historically been framed around the tone,
style, and content of the written commentary, solutions to issues of control, student agency, and best practices in response have been textual ones.
The framing of the problem thus necessitates a particular—and mainly
textual—solution.
Mathison-Fife and O’Neill’s article appeared at a time when a renewed emphasis on context led to a host of studies examining the influence of various contextual factors on response practices. One of the most
prominent missing links in scholars’ conversations was the perspective of
students (Bowden, 2018; Lizzio & Wilson, 2008; Murphy, 2000; O’Neill
& Mathison-Fife, 1999; Sommers, 2006; Straub, 1997). These studies
demonstrated that students (a) prefer specific commentary that is critical
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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without being overly negative, (b) do not value traditional proofreading
marks and vague commentary like “awkward” and “more details,” and (c)
are willing to accept criticism of their writing but do not appreciate when
their opinions are called into question.
Some studies have focused on instructors’ reading habits (Anson,
1999; Edgington, 2005; Huot, 2002). Such studies have indicated that
teachers’ reading habits play a crucial role in response practices, frequently
determining what teachers attend to and how they formulate their responses. Emotions can also influence how teachers read and respond
to student writing, with teachers’ values often triggering emotions tied
to teachers’ identity formation (Caswell, 2014). Furthermore, Caswell
(2018), during a case study employing a think-aloud protocol, found two
main emotional tensions that occur in teachers: the struggle to focus on
content while feeling obligated to address local concerns and the struggle
to know how to address criticism to students with whom they have close
relationships. Callahan (2000) even examined personality types by applying the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (a personality test) to both herself
and her students. After analyzing the personality types, she noticed that
she tends to respond more favorably to the reflective writing of students
who have similar personalities to her own.
The prevailing trends tend to demonstrate that teachers’ reading habits, assumptions, predispositions, and potential biases can profoundly influence how they respond to a student’s text. Other contextual factors that
have garnered attention in response scholarship include teachers’ perceptions of error (Anson, 2000; Horner, 1992), reflective writing’s connection
to response (Yancey, 1998), generic patterns in teachers’ end comments
(Smith, 1997), and even how the medium for response (i.e., written or recorded) influences the nature of response (Anson, 1997; Sommers, 2012).
Despite the extensive work on response scholarship, the relationship
between the written commentary teachers provide and the everyday texts
and discourse surrounding response has not been studied extensively.
Certain scholars have discussed the influence of the actual assignment description on teachers’ response practices (Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982;
Jeffrey & Selting, 1999; Phelps, 1998). These researchers have particularly
observed the tendency for teachers to fixate their responses on whether
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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students have fulfilled the objectives of the assignment description
and the teachers’ own notion of what the assignment should look like.
Student-teacher conferences have also garnered some attention, with
Black (1998) studying these verbal forms of response extensively (but
never connecting them to written response) and Ferris (2014) demonst
rating the ubiquity of the practice across academia. Richardson (2000)
even looked at response in relation to the deferred grading practices
common in classrooms that employ portfolio pedagogy. Additionally,
several scholars see grading and response as antitheses, arguing for either
deferred grading or grading contracts (Danielewicz & Elbow, 2009; Inoue,
2012; Metzger, 2008).
Assignment descriptions and other texts/activities associated with
assignments, student-teacher conferences, and grading materials are
rather ubiquitous classroom documents that serve to frame—and expound upon—the exigence and rhetorical situations created for students
through classroom projects. Responses to students’ writing frequently
address how well students have responded to the situations the aforementioned documents assist in framing. Thus, presumably, these contextual
documents and teacher response practices are quite interrelated. And yet,
scholarship pertaining to these potential connections is quite scarce.
Research Questions
Intrigued by these three facets of the context surrounding response,
I designed a study to examine how these everyday classroom documents
and practices influence students’ interpretations of teachers’ written
commentary. The study was guided primarily by the following research
question: How do students articulate the ways that assignment descriptions/texts, student-teacher conferences, and grading materials help them
interpret teachers’ written commentary?
I then addressed the research question via three subquestions:
• How do students articulate their interpretations of teachers’ written commentary in relation to the assignment descriptions/texts
provided in class? To what extent do these assignment texts help
students interpret teachers’ written commentary?
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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•

•

How do students articulate their interpretations of teachers’ written commentary in relation to student-teacher conferences? To what
extent do these student-teacher conferences help students interpret
teachers’ written commentary?
How do students articulate their interpretations of teachers’ written
commentary in relation to grading criteria and grades? To what extent do grading criteria and grades help students interpret teachers’
written commentary?

Methods
Overview of the Study
The study was conducted during a summer semester at a large, public
Research I university in the southeastern United States. I wanted to examine three text-based contextual factors that might influence response:
assignment descriptions/texts (assignment descriptions as well as textbased class activities), student-teacher conferences, and grading materials
(both the grading criteria and the grades assigned). Since these factors
were all text-based (student-teacher conferences were transcribed), this
enabled a degree of uniformity in data collection and coding as each factor was amenable to textual analysis. Due to their textual nature, as mentioned, the factors are referred to during the study as (con)texts.
The study consisted of extended case studies of six students throughout the course of an entire assignment sequence in two FYC classrooms.
As Burawoy (1998) observed, extended case methods can be used “in
order to extract the general from the unique, to move from the ‘micro’
to the ‘macro’” (p. 5). The key to successfully doing this extraction, as
Barata (2010) noted, is for the researcher to “observe a number of related
events and actions of individuals and groups over an extended period
of time” (p. 374). This method was ideal for this study since the goal
was to observe students not during one initial and specific act of interpretation but instead while interpreting their instructors’ written responses
across an entire assignment sequence using a confluence of contextual
factors. Furthermore, while definitive generalizations cannot be made as
these case studies were conducted in only one particular context, the case

Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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studies do allow for the theorization of some principles about written
commentary’s connection to contextual documents.
Participants
The study included six students and two teachers. The six student participants—Peter, Rachel, Courtney, Katie, Danielle, and Emily—were all
traditional-aged freshmen (17–19) in their first semester at the university. Additionally, all of the participants were native English speakers.
Since each student had been accepted to this university, they were likely
A- and B- earning students in the top 10% of their high school classes.
The two teachers, Jill and Jack, were both graduate assistants in the college
composition program. At the time of the study, Jill was entering the third
year of her PhD studies. She had come to the university after completing
her MA at another university. Jack was entering the second year of his
PhD studies. Unlike Jill, though, Jack had completed his MA at the same
university where he was doing his PhD.
Data Collection: The (Con)texts and Structure of Each Class
For this study, the (con)texts for each class were collected (or in the
case of student-teacher conferences, audio recorded and transcribed) as
they were distributed or occurred and later were analyzed. I observed all
classroom sessions for each class during the assignment sequence. Each
classroom introduced the (con)texts at particular times. In Jill’s class,
students were presented with an initial assignment description in the
syllabus as well as a longer, more detailed assignment description in the
form of a nine-slide PowerPoint presentation when the assignment was
introduced. The grading rubric was also presented at this time within the
PowerPoint. The assignment texts and activities surrounding the assignment were engaged with after the assignment was introduced, but before
the initial drafts were submitted. Jill provided written commentary for the
students after they completed their first draft, which she then returned
to them through Blackboard. She intriguingly wrote her commentary for
students’ third drafts during the student-teacher conference. She took detailed notes on the students’ texts as they conferenced and then finished
the notes later with time to reflect before emailing them to the students.
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.

14 • Bruce Bowles

After their third drafts, students received as-is grades, which gave them
an indication of where they stood if the draft was not revised for the
portfolio.
Jack provided the students with an assignment description in their
syllabus and introduced the assignment description in class. He did not
have a formal rubric, but he did have a description in his syllabus about
determining the expectations of the class through the class discourse.
He also employed a hybrid grading scheme in which the students’ first
submitted drafts were worth 10% of their grade and their final portfolio
was assessed holistically for 40% of their grade. Jack provided informal,
hand-written commentary consisting of the notes he took during the
student-teacher conferences, which he conducted in groups (all three participants from his class were in the same group). He later provided formal
written commentary on the drafts that were submitted to him for 10% of
the students’ grades.
Interview Protocol and Analysis
At the end of the assignment sequence, the students were interviewed
using a fixed-question, open-response method. Additional questions
were asked in certain instances if the students’ answers were unclear or
if the answers warranted further discussion. Nevertheless, the interviews
were intended to be as symmetrical as possible to avoid leading the stude
nts’ answers and to allow for systematic approaches to data collection and
analysis. The interviews ranged between 20 and 30 minutes in duration.
Appendix A provides the entire list of questions for the interviews.
The interviews were divided into two sets of questions. The initial set
of questions asked the students about the responses they received from
their teachers both as a whole and in regard to specific comments. During
the initial stage of the interview, the (con)texts were not mentioned to the
students. Then, during the second stage of the interview, the students were
asked explicitly about the influence the (con)texts had or did not have on
how they interpreted their teachers’ written commentary. This structure
was employed to avoid leading students’ answers in the first portion of
the interview in order to see whether they would reference the (con)texts
unprompted. The second stage of the interview then allowed the students
to reflect on the influence of the (con)texts in a more direct fashion.
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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The students’ answers during the first half of the interview were coded
in regard to direct and indirect references to the (con)texts. A direct refer
ence code was given to any instance in which the student explicitly
referred to the (con)text in question; an indirect reference code was given
to any instance in which the student indirectly referenced elements and/
or used precise language from one of the (con)texts. A coinvestigator and
I coded the interviews collaboratively. Throughout the coding session,
the burden of proof resided with the stronger code to ensure that the interviews were not coded favorably. If there was any discrepancy between
whether a direct reference or indirect reference code should be applied,
the indirect reference code was chosen unless an effective argument could
be made to apply the direct reference code. In instances in which there
was a discrepancy as to whether to code for an indirect reference or not
code at all, the investigator wishing to apply the indirect code was required to provide textual evidence from the particular (con)text—and/
or a strong rationale—in order to apply the code. Appendix B offers a
detailed table depicting how the unprompted coding scheme operated.
Students’ answers from the second half of the interview, when they
were asked directly about the (con)texts, were given attribution scores in
regard to how much their answers suggested they drew upon the particu
lar (con)text in question. We used attribution scores for this portion
of the interview since students were obviously referencing the (con)texts
in question. The principal investigator was less interested in whether
students referenced the (con)texts and more intrigued by how useful they
thought the (con)texts were for interpreting their teachers’ written commentary. Thus, the attribution scores allowed for a descriptive numeric
portrait of the data that—while predicated on a subjective judgment—
proved reliable across researchers. The attribution scores were assigned as
one (little to no attribution), two (moderate attribution), or three (strong
attribution). Once again, the principal investigator and a coinvestigator
coded the answers collaboratively to ensure reliability. Out of 39 answers,
only two discrepancies occurred in the coding. In both instances, the disagreement was between whether to assign a two or a three as the attribution score. The two discrepancies were discussed until consensus was
reached. Appendix C offers a detailed table depicting how the prompted
coding scheme operated.
Bowles, B. (2020). The texts within the context: Examining the influence of contextual documents
on students’ interpretations of teachers’ written feedback. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 6–41.
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Overall Findings
When the results of all the student interviews were factored together,
there were a total of 72 references to the (con)texts throughout the unprompted portion of the six student interviews (see Figure 1). Overall,
the study showed that students referenced assignment descriptions/texts
the most often when interpreting their teachers’ responses. There were
eight direct references and 20 indirect references to these texts in the interviews. The second most referenced (con)text was student-teacher conferences, with four direct references and 19 indirect references. The least
referenced (con)text was grading materials, with one direct reference and
20 indirect references. Each of the (con)texts played a discernible role in
how students interpreted their teachers’ written commentary, even when
they were not prompted to consider the (con)texts in question.
Figure 1
Number of References for Each (Con)text During the Student Interviews.

In regard to the attribution scores for the students, student-teacher
conferences received the highest overall average attribution score, with a
perfect three; yet, the students also placed emphasis on assignment descriptions/texts (2.51) and grading materials (2.34) during the prompted
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portion of the interviews. Each of the three (con)texts under examination
received a high average attribution score. The data from the prompted
portion of the interviews demonstrate that these students indeed valued
these (con)texts when interpreting written commentary.
Table 1
Average Attribution Scores for the Three (Con)texts
Question
#6: Assignment descriptions/texts
#7: Student-teacher conferences
#8: Grading materials

Average student
attribution score
2.51
3
2.34

The (con)texts played unique roles in aiding students in interpreting
their teachers’ responses. These roles were not always static though.
At times, these roles were more universal across all six of the students;
at other times, particular students drew upon these (con)texts in idio
syncratic ways. The next section will discuss each of the (con)texts
and provide examples from the teachers’ responses and the students’
coded answers to explicate some of these trends and patterns. Trends that
emerged across the (con)texts will also be addressed.
The Roles of Each of the (Con)texts
Assignment Descriptions/Texts
The data showed that assignment descriptions/texts played a reciprocal role with the written commentary. Students used the assignment
descriptions/texts to (a) determine how well they grasped and executed
the teachers’ expectations of the assignments, as well as to (b) gain a
firmer understanding of what the expectations for the assignments were.
The first instructor whose classroom was studied, Jill, was a conscientious
teacher who took great care in designing her (con)texts and expounding upon them in her classroom lectures and discussions. As previously
mentioned, her class was given a traditional assignment description
(see Appendix D), a nine-slide PowerPoint detailing the assignment, and
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several text-based activities that accompanied the assignment sequence.
Peter, a student in her class, drew heavily on one of the assignment activities when interpreting this comment by Jill on his third draft:
This is what the genre is communicating or selling. Instead of video
game, use video game genre.
When asked how he interpreted this comment, Peter replied, “Because
the day before we had an exercise and only half the people said this was
about genre.”
The activity in Jill’s class that Peter is referencing was one in which
students were asked to highlight each other’s drafts for particular features
and note what they believed the main message was. Here, Peter remarked
not only on how Jill commented on his focus in her response, but connected this to his peers’ struggles to determine his paper’s focus. Both
Jill’s commentary and his peers’ feedback during the assignment activity
worked reciprocally to indicate to Peter that there was an obvious problem
with the focus of his essay. Between his third and final draft, Peter put this
commentary—viewed through the lens of the assignment activity—to
use in his revisions. Both his introduction and conclusion for his final
draft were more explicit about the connection to genre.
The second instructor in the study, Jack, was an engaging teacher who
relied less on text-heavy (con)texts. Rather, Jack believed in the value of
aiding students in determining the parameters of the rhetorical situation
for themselves. Yet, Danielle’s interpretation of Jack’s end comment was
focused on discerning Jack’s expectations for the assignment. In his end
comment, Jack wrote:
Overall, there’s some work that needs to be done to make this a stronger, tighter project. You may want to focus your attention away from
one theme (confidence) and re-focus your attention to how there may
be a couple ways people branch from that central theme, and then
support it with evidence (or tweets/Instagram posts, etc.).
Jack’s assignment description (see Appendix E) asked students to examine the writing that surrounds a particular hashtag of interest to them.
While interpreting this comment, Danielle remarked,
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So, I guess I kind of veered off from the project. I kind of maybe
rambled a little bit on bigger societal issues instead of really focusing on the writing that surrounds the hashtag. I must have misunderstood the project, or maybe not the project, but how to go about
the writing. Because I focused on one central theme when he wanted
me to have multiple different ones.
Danielle’s answer has two key points of interest. First, although this
was during the unprompted portion of the interview, Danielle’s answer
nearly mirrors Jack’s assignment description, although she did not have
access to the description during the interview. In the assignment description, he noted, “Your central purpose is to question and report what
you can learn about the writing that surrounds this hashtag” (emphasis
added). Secondly, unlike other students’ use of this (con)text to understand the written commentary provided, Danielle instead was drawing on
the written commentary to understand the (con)text itself. That commentary provided a clearer indication as to what the assignment was asking for, which Danielle then used during revision.
The assignment descriptions/texts (con)text appears to mainly play
a role of clarification. However, this clarification is not unidirectional. The
students’ answers made it clear that assignment descriptions/texts can
clarify commentary but also that instructor commentary can clarify the
assignment description itself. Since these assignment descriptions and related texts helped to establish the exigency for the assignments, they were
valuable for allowing students to understand how well they had met the
requirements of the particular assignment.
Student-Teacher Conferences
Students oftentimes placed greater value on the provided verbal
feedback (as opposed to written) as a result of the face-to-face nature of
student-teacher conferences. In essence, verbal feedback was seen as
more impactful than their teachers’ written feedback, and it resonated
significantly with the students in the study. Courtney emphasized this
importance when asked about how her student-teacher conferences aided
her in interpreting Jill’s written commentary:
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But talking face-to-face with her, she went into more detail. She gave
more opinions. She sort of explained. She gave examples of what she
was trying to get across to me of how to revise it.
Furthermore, Peter was quite adamant about the helpfulness of the
face-to-face nature of the conference. When asked whether the conference affected his interpretations, Peter responded,
Oh, definitely. They are probably the most influential. Because it’s easy
to, almost, it feels bad saying, but almost disregard online comments.
But when she’s looking you in the eye saying, “you might want to fix
this,” it’s a lot more meaningful.
Peter’s answer actually downplayed the significance of the written
commentary Jill returned to students via Blackboard, a learning management software. For Peter, the personal nature of the conference—and
especially the eye contact—made the verbal feedback more profound.
Such references to the face-to-face nature of these interactions abounded
during the students’ interviews. The ability to directly interact with the
teacher and for the teacher to elaborate on their reading and critiques,
was consistently valued by the students, as the perfect attribution score
for this (con)text indicates. These conferences either set the stage for future written commentary or reinforced and elaborated upon written commentary already provided.
Grading Materials
Strangely, the least referenced of the (con)texts in the study was
grading materials. Examining the students’ answers during the interviews demonstrated why this might be. To begin with, students placed
disparate levels of emphasis on the grading criteria, with only one student
truly fixating on this aspect of the (con)text. Additionally, one aspect of
the grading materials (con)text triumphed above all else—the grade itself.
Jill’s class provided an illustrative example of students drawing upon
the grading criteria in disparate ways. Both Peter and Rachel placed little
to no value on the rubric Jill provided (see Appendix F), with Peter going
so far as to claim he barely even looked at the rubric. Peter and Rachel
were both rather confident in their writing abilities though. Courtney
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was less confident and frequently stayed after class to discuss issues with
her writing with Jill. The rubric became a centerpiece for how Courtney
interpreted Jill’s commentary. When asked how she saw the comments
relating to the rubric, Courtney replied,
She basically said the same thing that was in the rubric. Yes. She basic
ally would say the same thing. But more in relation to our specific
project.
Courtney viewed the commentary as expanding upon the rubric with
a more precise relation to her individual project. Later, she went on to
articulate a rather formulaic—and potentially detrimental—use of the
rubric:
Because it basically gave us a list of things that we made sure that we
needed to check off in order to get an A, a B, a C, you know, all the way
down . . . to get an A, you had to do intro [sic], three body paragraphs,
conclusion, and works cited. . . . And it was just sort of like a check the
box sort of thing.
The language Courtney employed to describe her use of the rubric
evokes a formulaic application that many in the field may find concerning
(Caplan & Johns, 2019; Vieregge, 2017). Her fixation demonstrates that
even when engaging with the same (con)texts, students may draw upon
them in different manners; furthermore, the manner in which they draw
upon them might not align with teachers’ intentions. Courtney referred
to the rubric as a “check box” while also evoking the genre of the five
paragraph theme. These are not the likely interpretations teachers have
in mind when developing rubrics, but as Courtney’s example illustrates,
rubrics can be used in different fashions and with possible unintended
results.
Nevertheless, the grade itself still stood as the most important factor
for this particular (con)text. All of the students (sans Peter) placed a significant emphasis on the grade they received during their interviews.
Rachel’s answer provided a rather pertinent example of this trend:
For my first draft, I ended up getting a B-. And that showed me that
there is stuff I can improve on. So those comments that she made . . .
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[prompted] a realization about how I need to improve my draft if I
want a better grade.
Moreover, Danielle connected her failure to understand the assignment directly to the grade she received from Jack during her interview,
noting, “He told me that I paid too much attention to one theme” and later
revealing that Jack’s commentary gave her “an idea of how to revise it to
get a better grade on the portfolio.” The data on grading materials demonst
rated that students can use grading criteria in surprisingly different fashions and that the overall grades significantly shape how students interpret
teachers’ written commentary. Grades often serve as a lens through which
students view the entirety of the teachers’ written commentary.
Broader Findings Across the (Con)texts
Although findings occurred in relation to each of the (con)texts under
examination, a broader view of the data suggests two other key findings.
First and foremost, teachers’ written commentary can be instrumental in
prompting student engagement with particular (con)texts. For instance,
the language of Jill’s commentary frequently cued students to contemplate
particular (con)texts, whether directly or indirectly. A great example of
Jill’s more direct approach occurred when Rachel was asked to interpret
this comment on her first draft:
For example, when I discussed title sequences in the sample paragraphs in class today, I didn’t just discuss title sequences in general. I
used Roseanne as a specific example. You need something similar for
this paper.
Rachel automatically made this connection when interpreting this
comment:
For the fact that she says that I need to use specific examples, which
[sic] she is correct. Because I need to relate it back to an actual genre,
not be so broad like she said with the Roseanne clips.
Rachel and her classmates had analyzed the title sequences for popular TV shows (e.g., Roseanne, Full House, Cheers, etc.) in class. During this
exercise, students were asked to consider some of the genre conventions
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for title sequences and how these various examples both conformed to—
and potentially subverted—these genre conventions. Jill used TV show
title sequences as an example of how students might approach the assignment. As Rachel’s answer showed, this example provided her with a concrete way to interpret Jill’s commentary. The intent and message of this
particular (con)text was reaffirmed in Jill’s commentary, allowing Rachel
to draw upon more than just the three sentences Jill wrote; it evoked an
entire class activity and discussion for Rachel to reference.
Jill’s commentary to Peter prompted such engagement with the
(con)text of grading materials in a more indirect fashion. Peter claimed
to have barely engaged with Jill’s rubric. However, Peter’s answers often
drew upon the language and expectations conveyed in the rubric without
explicitly mentioning it. For instance, when asked what he believed the
main messages were throughout Jill’s commentary, Peter commented: “In
almost every comment, I get ‘specifically’ or ‘be more specific with . . .’”
Here, he draws upon the need for specificity in his argument, which was
emphasized in the “Argument Organization and Structure” section of Jill’s
rubric (see Appendix F). Most of Peter’s references to grading materials
mirror this example. Although Peter did not engage with the rubric significantly or place much emphasis on it, the language and expectations it
conveyed still influenced his interpretations as a result of the language Jill
used in her comments, her (con)texts, and her classroom discourse. Peter
appeared to have “absorbed” the language of the rubric without being
consciously aware of it.
Furthermore, although each of the (con)texts played unique roles in
helping students interpret their instructors’ written commentary, they frequently had a symbiotic relationship. The (con)texts worked reciprocally
as students articulated their interpretations of the written commentary.
Peter made strong connections between his student-teacher conference
and various class activities; Danielle drew upon both the assignment
description and her grade to make meaning from Jack’s commentary,
using his commentary and grade to clarify how she failed to address the
rhetorical situation the assignment description created; a total of six
of Rachel’s answers made references to two or more of the (con)texts,
and three of her answers referenced all three of the (con)texts. Rachel’s
answers to the unprompted interview questions suggested that, more
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than any of the other students in the study, she viewed the (con)texts as
interrelated and reliant upon one another. From a pedagogical standpoint,
these types of answers indicate that even if students cannot always directly
articulate these connections, they can view teachers’ written commentary
as part of an integrated whole. These students interpreted the feedback
they received in cohesion with the various (con)texts, with all of the
elements frequently speaking to one another in profound ways.
Discussion
While the (con)texts in this study have been discussed extensively in
scholarship, they are not as commonly discussed in relation to students’
interpretations of teachers’ written commentary. As a result, we know
about these (con)texts and their function in the classroom, yet know little
about how students engage with them as they interpret the written comm
entary they receive. Intriguingly, response scholarship does not emphasize assignment descriptions or preparatory projects. The scholarship
also fails at times to consider these assignments and descriptions from
the students’ perspective. Phelps (1998) pointed out that the assignments
themselves are rarely addressed in research, a primary critique she had
of Straub and Lunsford’s (1995) work. Still, some have nodded toward
the inclusion of assignment descriptions. Brannon and Knoblauch (1982)
theorized that “ideal texts,” which they contend teachers frequently use
to evaluate students’ writing against, are often based on teachers’ notions
of what the assignment description is asking. Furthermore, Jeffrey and
Selting (1999) investigated the identity pairs teachers created through
their responses to students, finding four main identity pairs that emerged.
In their study, the assignment judge/assignment producer pair—which
focuses on responses that call attention to how well a student has fulfilled
an assignment—was the most prominent. This shows that the assignment
description does carry significant weight in how teachers respond, oftentimes framing the written commentary they provide.
This study demonstrates that students are also quite attentive to assignment descriptions and the various textual activities that accompany
the assignment. Regardless of whether the teachers in this study embraced the assignment judge/assignment producer identity pair, the
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students in this study often read the commentary in this fashion. Danielle’s
interpretation of Jack’s end comment was almost entirely focused on how
his commentary was showing her she had failed to meet the expectations
of the assignment. This may seem problematic at first, but in many ways,
assignment descriptions create the rhetorical situations in which we ask
our students to compose. Although it might not be ideal, the tendency for
teachers to compose commentary in response to the assignment description, and for students to read their commentary in relation to the assignment description, is actually quite natural. In many ways, embracing this
reality may be more beneficial than trying to ignore, as Bawarshi (2003)
observed, the artificial pretenses by which teachers create exigencies for
students. If the assignment description helps to create the rhetorical situation, then it would be helpful for teachers to respond to how well students
meet the demand of the rhetorical situation presented.
The findings from this study also suggest that the relationship betw
een verbal and written commentary appears to be a significant one.
The students in this study valued the opportunity to engage with their
teachers one-on-one, and—even more importantly—face-to-face. Black
(1998) emphasized this, asserting, “Students have told me repeatedly that
one reason conferences are so meaningful is that it’s only in a conference that a student hears what’s really important” (p. 152). This auditory
approach, coupled with eye contact, made verbal feedback more prominent for the students in this study; it carried an extra weight—and significance—when compared to the written commentary they received. As
a result, verbal feedback may have enormous potential as a mechanism
for providing constructive criticism to students. We traditionally think
of the process of responding to writing as a primarily written endeavor.
Yet, many people promote using a conversational tone when providing
responses (Straub, 1996) and advocate using recorded commentary to
capture such a tone (Anson, 1997; Sommers, 2012). Perhaps the best way
to capture this tone, though, is by having actual conversations with our
students more frequently. Rather than trying to simulate various facets of
conversation, we can make actual conversations a more prominent part of
our pedagogical and response practices, viewing both verbal and written
feedback on equal footing.
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While student-teacher conferences were definitely favored by the students in this study, grading materials may have been the most intriguing
(con)text of all. Much recent scholarship has sought to alleviate the influence of grading, with Metzger (2008) calling for deferring grading practices as long as possible, Danielewicz and Elbow (2009) advocating the
use of grading contracts, and Inoue (2012) further expounding on the use
of grading contracts by predicating them on labor. Nevertheless, grading
is a reality of the classroom at most institutions, and its potential influence
on response practices cannot be ignored.
Richardson (2000) took an interesting approach to this issue when
she examined the relationship between portfolio pedagogy and response.
Richardson found that, even in classrooms employing portfolio pedagogy,
students tended to defer to teachers’ opinions. Bowden (2018) also discovered that grades had a substantial impact on how students addressed
comments. In the first interview of her study, when they initially addressed
their teachers’ commentary, students mentioned grades 61% of the time.
They also discussed grades in 51% of the interviews after revision. Even
when discussing their teachers’ feedback and their intended revisions,
grades still emerged as a prominent factor in their interpretations and
applications of the feedback they received.
The findings of this study provide evidence to support these claims.
Both Jill and Jack used portfolio pedagogy in their classes, but deferred
grading did not alleviate students’ emphasis on the grades they received.
Even when teachers’ commentary is not composed as “grade justifications,” students can still embrace this lens for interpreting their teachers’
commentary. Yet, for the students in this study, the grade did not become
a source of discouragement. For Rachel, it instead operated as a motivator and encouragement to improve. Similarly, Katie commented on how
the grades she received from Jack were lower than those she received in
high school. His written commentary and grades indicated to her that she
might need to improve her writing in spite of her impressive high school
résumé. The students’ answers in this study suggest that grades actually do communicate and—even more importantly—that this communication is not inherently unproductive or negative. Richardson (2000)
views students’ conditioned deferment to teacher authority and fixation
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on grades as not necessarily negative either, commenting, “Although, as I
have argued, the teacher’s authority is inescapable, that power need not be
negative. The question, then, is how can we use authority productively?”
(p. 138). Perhaps, rather than trying to alleviate the influence of grades
altogether, we can instead be more cognizant of their influence and try to
make them “speak” in more productive ways.
Pedagogical Implications and Conclusion
Students in this study relied on (con)texts in order to interpret their
teachers’ written commentary, which suggests that teachers can benefit
from being more attentive to the ways in which these (con)texts intersect with their written commentary and more strategic about how these
intersections happen. Assignment descriptions and associated activities
are crucial for aiding students in understanding the rhetorical situation
surrounding their writing. It is imperative for students to understand the
genre, audience, and purpose of the particular context in which they are
writing. Thus, being actively aware of these (con)texts while responding
to students’ writing can allow teachers to draw on these (con)texts as examples to bolster their commentary while also using their commentary to
provide more insight into the rhetorical situation these texts frame.
As the findings demonstrate, these documents had a reciprocal relationship with the teachers’ written commentary. For students like Rachel,
Jill’s example from an assignment activity immediately made the comm
entary more concrete and accessible. Rachel was able to understand how
she could apply the commentary right away. Jill used her commentary
to connect back to one of her lessons, evoking an entire activity and
class session for the student to draw upon with a brief comment on the
student’s draft. Similarly, Jack’s end comment to Danielle helped her comprehend where she had veered away from the purposes of the assignment
and the rhetorical situation it created.
The data from this study also reveal two potential student-teacher
conference strategies that may be productive. First and foremost, since
the students in this study were more inclined to be attentive to verbal over written feedback, teachers should be attentive to when student-
teacher conferences occur in the feedback sequence, potentially placing
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student-teacher conferences ahead of written responses. This can allow
written commentary to augment and expand upon what is discussed
during student-teacher conferences rather than the conference potentially
supplanting the written commentary. Additionally, both of the teachers in
this study wrote commentary while they were conferencing with students.
The students in this study found this helpful, as this commentary afforded
them the ability to revisit main points from the conference in order to
engage with specific details from their conversation with their teachers. This fusion of verbal and written commentary is an interesting tactic to employ, as it allows students to receive feedback in two modalities
simultaneously.
As far as grades are concerned, it may be more beneficial for teachers to use grading strategically and rhetorically rather than to attempt to
alleviate its influence altogether. The students in this study received their
grades well—even if they were not what the student desired—since there
was still time to revise and improve the grade. A grade coupled with negative commentary that is critical and directive will potentially become a
source of discouragement, motivate students to revise merely for a better
grade, or inhibit students from learning. Conversely, if the grade is coupled with probing and encouraging commentary, as was the case for these
students, it can send strategic messages to students and inspire them to
hone their craft more seriously. Especially when given the opportunity
to revise, the grade can be viewed less as coming from a judge and can be
perceived instead as a motivational technique from a caring coach, indicating that the student is on the right track but needs to step up his or her
game. The impact of grades in relation to feedback is tethered to the tone
and scope of the written commentary, and that impact—whether positive or negative—is contingent on the student-teacher relationship and
the context of the classroom as a whole. Grades might not be the key issue
after all; instead, it could merely be a matter of the context surrounding
them.
It is also important to make the connections between these (con)texts
and teachers’ written commentary explicit. Response tends to be viewed
as an isolated facet of teachers’ pedagogies, separate from other elements of the class. Thus, students may tend to initially engage with our
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responses in a more textual—and less contextual—fashion. For students
to engage with particular (con)texts, they need to participate in conversations, whether through our written commentary or in the classroom, that
prompt them to make such connections. Jill employed a particularly useful
strategy in this study. She frequently directly evoked the (con)texts in her
written commentary, calling students’ attention to particular (con)texts in
her actual feedback. Teachers may also wish to return to these (con)texts
more frequently throughout the course of the semester. Oftentimes,
assignment descriptions, student-teacher conferences, rubrics, and
so forth, are introduced at strategic times in the semester, never to be
discussed thoroughly again. Thus, students may not take the initiative to
put these documents in conversation with the written commentary they
receive. However, conversing about these documents at other times—
especially when written commentary is being returned—can make
these connections more obvious for students and allow them to draw on
these documents as they interpret teachers’ commentary and revise their
writing.
The final—but potentially most important—strategy teachers can
employ is to make sure that their (con)texts and their written commentary share a common language. Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak (2014)
have promoted “the primary importance of language in conceptualizing
writing, writing practices, and the transfer of writing knowledge and
practice” (p. 34). The language of teachers’ commentary and the way they
design the (con)texts and structure their courses can influence how, and
how much, students draw upon these (con)texts. This shared language
exposes students to key concepts across teachers’ written commentary
and other important classroom documents. It is vital that these various
texts create a cohesive narrative of the approaches, values, and ideologies
that teachers wish to convey to their students about writing. This shared
language not only provides common terminology for discussing writing,
but also allows for the terminology to permeate various facets of the classroom context. In turn, this enables students to understand connections
across the classroom context and its (con)texts while receiving the same
messages in various forms across several different documents.
Fulkerson (1979) made a compelling argument that various philosophies of composition shape pedagogy, yet the philosophies driving
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the pedagogy are often in conflict with the theory driving assessment.
Fulkerson asserted that “there is something seriously wrong with classroom methodology which implies one variety of value judgment when
another will actually be employed. That is modal confusion, mindlessness” (p. 347). This alignment is crucial. Teachers’ written commentary
and (con)texts need to be unified in the message they convey. Teachers
need to ensure that that they are cognizant and reflective of these connections; without this awareness, they run the risk that the (con)texts—and
the overall classroom context—are conveying one message about writing
while the written commentary is conveying another.
The findings of this study provide insight into improving pedagogy
and suggest particular approaches teachers might take to be more attentive to the (con)texts they create and how they integrate those (con)texts
with their written commentary. Above all else, though, the findings call
for teachers to be more reflective about the manner in which their response practices operate as part of a cohesive narrative. It is this reflective nature about how response weaves throughout pedagogy that is of
the utmost importance. When sitting down for a long session of reading
and responding to students’ papers, teachers should remain cognizant
that this solitary endeavor is not solitary in a pedagogical sense. Written
commentary is just one of a variety of texts with which we ask students to
engage. The written commentary speaks to these other texts as those other
texts speak to it. To evoke the magician metaphor once again, rather than
“watching closely,” perhaps we should be more attentive to what we have
“up our sleeve.”
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Appendix A
Interview Questions
General Starting Questions (asked of all students):
1. What did your instructor want you to do for this assignment?
2. What were his/her main messages to you in the comments he/she
wrote on your drafts? What leads you to believe that these were the
main messages?
3. Do his/her comments remind you of anything from your experience
in his/her class?
4. How did you use—or plan to use—these comments to revise for your
final drafts? Why?
Student-Specific Questions (asked with the specific student
interviewee in mind):
5. How do you interpret x comment? What leads you to this interpretation? (Asked of about 5–7 comments for each student.)
General (Con)text Questions (asked of all students):
6. Your instructor provided you with an assignment description when
the assignment was introduced. In addition, you completed some
text-based activities pertaining to the assignment. Do the assignment
description and activities help you understand your instructor’s comments? If so, how? Did they, or will they, influence your revisions in
any way? If so, how?
7. While working on this assignment, you had the opportunity to conference with your instructor. Does anything you talked about in the
conference help you understand your instructor’s comments and/or
her/his expectations now? If so, how? Did this conference, or will this
conference, influence your revisions in any way? If so, how?
8. Your instructor provided you with grading criteria as well as a grade.
Do the grading criteria or the grade help you understand your instructor’s comments and/or her/his expectations? If so, how? Did
they, or will they, influence your revisions in any way? If so, how?
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Appendix B
Unprompted Questions Coding Scheme
Code

Description

Example

Direct reference
to assignment
descriptions/texts

Applied to any instance in
which the student directly
addressed the assignment
description and/or the
assignment texts

“When she shows us the Power Points that she
makes, she basically covers all of this. But when
she makes comments specifically on our papers,
she sort of takes things from the PowerPoint
and specifically relates it to our papers.”
(Courtney)

Indirect reference
to assignment
descriptions/texts

Applied to any instance
in which the student
referenced aspects of the assignment description and/
or the assignment texts but
never directly referred to
the assignment description/
texts themselves

“So, I guess I kind of veered off from the project.
I kind of maybe rambled a little bit on bigger
societal issues instead of really focusing on the
writing that surrounds the hashtag.” (Danielle)

Direct reference
Applied to any instance in
to student-teacher which the student directly
conferences
addressed student-teacher
conferences

“Um, ‘cause we had talked especially in our conferences when we went over this, she specifically
said that if you wanted to make this more about
genre, literally continue adding the word genre
throughout.” (Peter)

Indirect reference Applied to any instance in
to student-teacher which the student referconferences
enced discussions from the
student-teacher conference
but did not explicitly state
that this information came
from those discussions

“Now that I reread it, I should’ve put that not on
the fifth page. I should’ve put it in my opening
paragraph. ‘Cause it is kind of important, and
it should be something that, it’s a sentence that
kind of represents the whole paper as itself.”
(Emily; Emily and Jack discussed this during
her conference.)

Direct reference
to grading
materials

Applied to any instance in
which the student directly
referenced the grading
criteria and/or the grade
s/he received

“Um, it kind of gives me an idea of how to revise
it to get a better grade on the portfolio.”
(Danielle)

Indirect reference
to grading
materials

Applied to any instance in
which the student referenced aspects of the grading
criteria and/or grade without explicitly mentioning
the grading criteria and/
or grade

“I’ll take these comments into very great
consideration because she is the teacher, and
she knows what she wants to see from us. That’s
why she gives us these comments.”
(Rachel)
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Appendix C
Prompted Questions Coding Scheme
Code

Description

Example

3 = Strong
attribution

Applied to a student’s answer
that emphatically asserted
the importance of the particular (con)textual factor being
asked about

“It basically gave us a list of things that we
made sure that we needed to check off in
order to get an A, a B, a C, you know, all the
way down. It gave us a whole just layout of
things to check off the box that gave us the
minimum of that grade . . . she basically
said the same thing that was in the rubric.”
(Courtney)

2 = Moderate
attribution

Applied to a student’s answer
that asserted the importance
of the particular (con)textual
factor being asked about but
not as emphatically as an
answer that would receive a
score of 3

“Ok, so the little articles of postcards and
stuff, and the stuff from the library. He wanted us to, he’d be like, ok, here’s a postcard,
who’s the audience, what’s the theme. We had
to basically say, oh, we think that these are
four girls writing because of handwriting . . .
So, I do think that helped because when I was
writing my papers, I was thinking of those
things.” (Katie)

1 = Little to no
attribution

Applied to a student’s answer
that placed little to no importance on the particular
(con)textual factor being
asked about

“To be completely honest, I didn’t really look
through that grading instructions [sic] very
much. I was focused more on the paper and
trying to write it as best I could.” (Peter)
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Appendix D
Jill’s Class Assignment Description
Our first project has three major goals: 1) to help us develop an
understanding of genre; 2) to help us develop our analytical skills
and 3) to help us learn more about our areas of expertise. To fulfill
these goals, you will compose a genre analysis that looks at either a
genre of your area of expertise or one of the genres that enthusiasts
use to talk about your area of expertise. For example, if your area
of expertise is pop music, you could analyze either a subgenre of
pop music (one of the many genres of your area of expertise) or an
album/song review (one of the genres used to talk about your area
of expertise). Your genre analysis might define a specific genre or
differentiate between multiple genres, discuss the ways in which a
specific artifact does or does not fulfill the conventions of a genre,
consider the relationship between specific genres and contexts, or
analyze different substantiations of a single genre. No matter what
you choose, your project should make a claim about the use of genre in your
area of expertise. You are not required to find outside sources for this
project; however, you will want to use class readings about genre
and mode to inform your analysis.
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Appendix E
Jack’s Class Assignment Description
Project 2, Hashtag Rhetorical Analysis
Hashtags are a way for the ordinary and extraordinary person to categorize his or her content into particular conversations (at least, that’s traditionally how they’ve been used). Hashtags can often rally people together,
bring attention to otherwise ‘invisible’ content, or even offer sarcastic
meta-commentary. However, through the constant participation among
regular people using a hashtag, the meaning behind it can be constantly
in flux—at times, hashtags, like any word, can have competing meanings
(for example, the meaning of “bad” can also mean a good thing ever since
Michael Jackson). Hashtags, then, offer a glimpse into a complex network
of discourse that centers on a particular topic or idea.
Your task is to pick one hashtag that you have an interest in—it could
be a topical hashtag from the present or past, a regularly occurring
hashtag, or a hashtag from a local event, local community, or just your
group of friends. Once you’ve chosen a hashtag, you will look across the
content that the hashtag links to in any platform (Twitter, Instagram,
Facebook, Tumblr, etc.) and explore the patterns that you are noticing.
Your central purpose is to question and report what you can learn about
the writing that surrounds this hashtag, and ultimately, the difference this
might make to our understanding of writing.
Logistically, each person in the class will claim a unique hashtag before starting this project (depending on the hashtag, I may allow two
people to do one hashtag—ask me). The project will be approximately
2,000 words in length (or approx. 6–7 pages worth of written content),
MLA format, double-spaced, 12-point font, Times New Roman. Include
a screenshot of any digital posts (from Twitter, Instagram, etc.) that you
will be talking about.
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Appendix F
Jill’s Rubric
Category

D, F

C

B

A

Argument
Organization &
Structure
(thesis,
structure,
organization
etc.)

There is
no thesis
statement.
Structure of
argument is
unclear or
nonexistent.
There are no,
or vague, topic
sentences.
Argument is
disorganized.

Thesis statement
is too general.
Topic sentences mention
topic but do not
indicate focus.
Organization
is logical but
retains some
repetition.

Argument is clear
and organized, and
thesis statement
is specific. Topic
sentences indicate
the content and
focus of paragraph.
Organization aids
the development of
the argument and
avoids repetition.

Argument is
structured,
specific, and
engaging.
Thesis statement
succinctly states
argument. Topic
sentences are
precise. Organization facilitates
the argument.

Ideas are not
developed or
connections
are not made
between ideas.
Transitions
are missing.
Analysis
relies almost
exclusively on
summary.

Ideas are developed shallowly.
Connections
and transitions
are attempted
but unclear.
Analysis is
developed but
contains more
summary than
is necessary.

Ideas are developed, and
connections
between ideas are
clear. Transitions
facilitate flow of
ideas. Analysis uses
appropriate amount
of summary.

Ideas are
expanded on
and connections
are complex.
Sophisticated
integration of
transitions.
Analysis avoids
summary where
possible.

Claims are not
supported by
examples from
the primary
source.

Claims are
supported by
limited examples from the
primary source.
Attempt is made
to connect the
example to the
claim.

Claims are supported by examples
from the primary
source. The examples are integrated
into the text, and a
connection is made
between claim and
example.

Claims are well
supported by examples from the
primary source.
The examples
are smoothly
integrated into
the text. The
argument is
advanced by a
clear connection
between claim
and example.

Worth 30%

Quality of
Argument &
Analysis (supporting details,
connections
between ideas,
development of
ideas, etc.)
Worth 30%

Quality &
Integration of
Support (use of
examples)
Worth 30%
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Category
MLA Formatting and Editing
(format of paper, citation of
sources, editing
of sentencelevel errors,
etc.)
Worth 10%

D, F

C

B

A

Major errors
in multiple
areas (margins, in-text
citations, font,
header, etc.)
Paper contains
multiple
sentence-level
errors that
interfere with
clarity.

Attempt is made
at formatting,
but there are
limited major
and minor
errors. Paper
contains limited
sentence-level
errors that do
not interfere
with clarity.

Minor formatting
errors in one or
two areas. Paper
contains minor sentence-level errors
that do not interfere
with clarity.

No errors in formatting. Paper
contains a few
sentence-level
errors that do
not interfere
with clarity.
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Peer review is a common practice in writing studies. However, while there is considerable research on peer review, pedagogical studies on other forms of student-led
assessment strategies are less prevalent. This study investigates the expansion
of assessment practices into student-led rubric development and peer grading,
focusing on their effect on student understanding of the writing process. Utilizing
surveys and classroom observations in two second-year composition courses at a
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active part of the writing process.

Keywords: assessment, rubric, peer grading, peer review, peer workshop, studentled, student-centered, composition, pedagogy, writing studies, grading, profile,
genre

Particelli, B. (2020). Student-led assessment: A small study on classroom rubric development and
peer grading practices. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 42–75.

Student-Led Assessment • 43

Popularized by practitioners of process writing like Peter Elbow and
Pat Belanoff (1989), peer review (i.e., peer response, peer critique, or peer
feedback) is a common strategy for offering feedback in the composition classroom. Peer review encourages students to take an active role in
assessment and helps students develop their understanding of how a piece
of writing is written, revised, and assessed (Dixon & Hawe, 2017). Peer
review offers benefits to both writer and reviewer, allowing writers to
receive additional feedback on their work while encouraging reviewers
to articulate their assessment for the benefit of their peers, making it an
important formative assessment tool, particularly when guided by a rubric
or other specific writing objectives (Lundstrom & Baker, 2009).
The use of rubrics as part of the writing process has been resisted by
composition instructors who see rubrics as summative assessments while
students see them as a formative tool that connects writing to specific,
stated objectives (Reddy & Andrade, 2010). Rubrics, just like a magazine
or journal’s submission instructions, offer tools for writers to see what
their audience values. Student-led rubric development offers additional
opportunities to engage students in (a) process-focused discussions on
the connection between writing and writing assessment (Huot, 2002b;
Sadler, 1998) and (b) critical discussion on why communities value certain forms of language over others and how equity and exclusion factor
into writing and writing assessment (Inoue, 2015).
This research expands the literature on peer review and rubric use
in the classroom, exploring the use of rubrics in additional aspects of
the writing process. This study examines surveys and classroom observations from two second-year composition courses conducted by the
researcher. Students in these courses worked together to develop a rubric for an assignment and then used it for peer review and peer grading. Uncovering the potential for these student-led assessment strategies,
the findings from this study support the idea that professors empower
students by having them develop and implement rubrics, indicating that
these practices are a potent pedagogical option.
This article begins with a review of the literature surrounding
student-led assessment strategies, followed by the methodology for
this small study. The article then offers an overview of the course
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and classroom practices during rubric development and peer grading,
followed by the study results, conclusions, and considerations for
further study.
My aim in initiating this study is to consider the uses of peer-led
assessment strategies as a formative and process-based pedagogical tool,
involving students in as many aspects of the assessment process as
possible to encourage them to better understand the connection between
writing and assessment. Some guiding questions included: Do students
find peer assessment valuable? In what ways do students learn from engaging in the process of peer assessment? How is a student’s confidence
as a writer affected through the process? What implications could the
study’s results have for the way instructors incorporate assessment in the
classroom?
Literature Review: Student-Led Assessment Practices
Instructor resistance to using rubrics is rooted partly in the history
of rubrics, which, as Broad (2003) wrote, runs parallel to the history of
standardized testing. Rubrics emerged from a long line of standardized
tests born during World War II when the government began offering an
ever-changing set of desired learning outcomes used to establish standards that often culminate in high stakes, summative assessments and
placement exams (Broad, 2003, p. 4). This kind of institutionalized, topdown rubric design was viewed by Broad as reductive, and other scholars have criticized these rubrics as ignoring process-oriented pedagogy
and classroom-based practices (Heritage, 2010; Martins, 2008). Broad
argued that rather than offering rubrics to highlight the complexity and
context-sensitivity of rhetorical situations and assessment, “we have presented our students with a process and document born long ago of a very
different need: to make assessment quick, simple, and agreeable” (p. 4).
While instructor-developed rubrics need not fall into this simplistic,
top-down trap, writing instructors still view rubrics with skepticism. In a
2010 review of rubric use in higher education, Reddy and Andrade found
that most college writing instructors are resistant to the use of rubrics,
often seeing them as summative assessments meant to standardize grading protocols rather than as teaching tools. Students, on the other hand,
see rubrics as helpful “because they clarify the targets for their work, allow
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them to regulate their progress and make grades or marks transparent
and fair” (p. 438), particularly when those rubrics are offered early in the
writing process (p. 439). This difference between student and instructor
perception of rubrics is striking. Reddy and Andrade concluded that instructor resistance can be problematic because research shows that the result of using rubrics is “higher achievement and deeper learning” (p. 439).
Sadler (1998) argued that students should not only have access to
rubrics but also be involved in writing rubrics. Rather than only being
able to recognize and solve externally sourced problems, students can
then learn how to frame problems “as part of their progressive journey
into self-assessment, and at more advanced levels, as a key skill for professional life” (p. 81). Helping students frame their own learning allows
students to embrace the authority inherent in assessment (Huot, 2002b)
and “recognize how ubiquitous [assessment] is within the process of reading and writing” (Huot, 2002a, p. 4). Similarly, Inoue (2005) suggested
that aside from becoming more active learners, students also become
more self-conscious and reflective writers if they are involved in developing rubrics (p. 209). While the time it takes for rubric development
can feel “chaotic and unproductive,” Inoue wrote, “the point is to have
the discussion and begin to cultivate a culture of dialectical vying” in order to “problematize [students’] notions of some static, essential, ‘correct’
assessment or grade that goes with each piece of writing” (p. 216). This
must include rubric development as well as rubric use, concluded Inoue.
The empirical research on peer grading in college writing courses
is largely limited to the use of instructor-created rubrics within online
learning and is focused on validity (students’ ability to assess each other
similarly to the instructor’s assessment) and reliability (students agreeing
with each other on assessment) as well as student and instructor perception of peer grading. In a 2006 study of 708 online writing students at
four universities, Cho, Schunn, and Wilson found that when at least four
students grade a piece of writing, instructors reported that the peer grading was as valid and reliable as the instructor’s own assessment in 95% of
the student grades. In a 2011 study of 250 students across six universities
who were using an online peer assessment system in writing across the
disciplines courses, Kaufman and Schunn found that students initially
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perceived the fairness and validity of peer grading as low. However, perceptions increased significantly after participation. The researchers also
found that students reported having a more positive experience when
peer feedback and grades were accompanied by instructor feedback and
grades (as opposed to peer-only assessment).
These studies on peer grading (a) reveal students’ ability to implement grading protocols and (b) offer the potential of extending
community-based rubric development into peer grading while pointing to potential downfalls. Many studies (Kaufman & Schunn, 2011; Liu
& Carless, 2006; Smith, Cooper, & Lancaster, 2002) found that discomfort with peer grading is linked to students’ lack of trust in the expertise
of their peers and the unfamiliar power dynamic of peer assessment,
but the studies also showed that offering students training and guidance in the use of the rubric before they used it to grade each other
helped mitigate those fears.
While there is a wealth of research regarding the use of instructor
developed rubrics that involve online composition students in peer grading (Cho et al., 2006; Kaufman & Schunn, 2011; Liu & Carless, 2006) and
much discussion by composition instructors on the benefits of student-led
rubric development (Huot, 2002b; Inoue, 2005; Reddy & Andrade, 2010;
Sadler, 1998), there is a lack of empirical research regarding the practice
of cocreating rubrics with composition students. This study explores that
gap, focusing on student perception of peer-led assessment practices that
extend from rubric development to peer grading.
Methodology
This IRB-approved research project focuses on two sections of a course
taught by the researcher titled “Writing in the Disciplines,” a required
second-year writing course at a small university in New York City. The
undergraduate population of the university self-identifies as 49% White/
non-Hispanic, 14% Hispanic, 12% Other, 10% African American, 8%
Asian/Pacific Islander, 4% Multi, and 3% Unknown, as well as 59% female
and 41% male (Pace University, 2018). We did not collect demographic
data as part of this study, but the two class sections roughly reflected
these demographics. Both sections ran Tuesday/Thursday for 15 weeks
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(30 sessions), 1 hour and 25 minutes each session. One section had 23
enrolled students, while the other had 20. All students consented to participate, allowing for a study size (N) of 43 students.
This study investigates how students perceived their learning during
student-led assessment within a high-stake writing assignment (20%
of the course grade). We implemented community-based rubric development in each classroom, and students played a central role in determining their peers’ grade. Surveys were taken at three points during the
semester:
• An “initial survey” in the first week of the 7-week assignment
(Appendix A);
• A “pregrading survey” at the beginning of the seventh week, 2 days
before students graded each other (Appendix B); and
• A “postgrading survey” 7 days after grading (Appendix C).
The surveys focused on how students perceived their classroom
assessments and learning, specifically regarding the use of rubrics, peer review, peer grading, and instructor grading. The surveys were developed
using language found within the literature of peer assessment practices.
Surveys were optional, anonymous, completed in class, and comprised
mostly of Likert-type scale statements, along with a few rank order and
open-ended questions. They were designed and collected in Qualtrics.
Rather than try to minimize the research bias of the Hawthorne Effect,
or “observer effect,” where subjects modify their behavior because they
know their actions are being observed (Monahan & Fisher, 2010), the surveys were integrated into the pedagogy. After each survey, the class discussed the results, leading to conversations on the ways in which students
understood how peer feedback, rubrics, and assessment fit within writing
practices across disciplines. This use of surveys (to create a conversation)
embraces the observer effect, allowing research subjects to know they are
being observed in order to encourage the subjects to think more critically
and openly (Monahan & Fisher, 2010, p. 358). In fact, using the observer
effect as a teaching strategy—a regular classroom practice—launched
discussions on assessment, genre, and the social context of writing while
encouraging students to reevaluate and reflect on the broader contexts
of peer-, self-, and instructor-led assessment. It should be kept in mind,
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then, that this study’s results might be dependent on the use of surveys,
or a similarly structured metacognitive “pause,” to deepen discussions by
regularly connecting a classroom’s assessment practices with the way that
writing is assessed across disciplines.
This study focused on a convenience sample of 43 students in two
classes, asking students to participate anonymously in three surveys
throughout the project. During each of the three surveys, students received an emailed link at the beginning of the session and were offered
time to complete the survey on their phone or laptop. Students who did
not attend class that day were then also able to take the survey.
At the conclusion of the semester, the survey results from both classes
were downloaded. Analysis of the results across the three surveys focused
on how students perceived the assessment process at three stages: before
the project began, after rubric development but before peer grading, and
after students received their grades. As we analyzed the responses, we
focused on how students’ perceptions changed throughout rubric development and peer grading, as well as what students perceived they learned
from the process.
Context: Classroom and Assessment Practices
“Writing in the Disciplines” is described in the course catalog as
focusing “on writing effective essays and research papers in disciplinary
modes and in students’ field of interest. It may include interviews, analysis
of journal articles, and appropriate documentation style formats” (Pace
University, 2019). This is, of course, a broad mandate. Each classroom
might have art students alongside accounting students, which could pose
a problem when discussing how writing functions differently from one
student’s fields of interest to another’s, especially when each discipline’s
writing conventions are often significantly different.
Rather than seeing this as a problem, our department leadership sees
this as an opportunity to design student-centered courses, encouraging
instructors to pursue student-led investigations of language, research, and
writing within their own fields. While specific mandates, training, and
curriculum requirements are minimal, recent professional development
meetings for the composition faculty have been centered on genre studies,
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writing about writing, writing for publication, peer review, plagiarism,
and research practices.
My approach to the course was built from my own experience and
training. During my MFA in writing, my most formative classroom experiences were in “form and technique” courses, in which we dissected
contemporary literature with an eye toward writing our own work. During
my PhD in English education, I ran a writing- and publishing-focused
nonprofit working with underserved New York City high schools where
we asked students to investigate a genre together and then to write for publi
cation, culminating in a glossy, ISBN-numbered publication that students
would take home for their bookshelves. Finally, since beginning teaching
at my current university 5 years ago, discussions with fellow composition
faculty members have furthered my interest in rhetorical genre study’s
place within the approaches laid out in Wardle and Downs’s Writing
About Writing (2017), which focuses on unveiling and articulating the
writing process through research, “introducing students directly to what
writing researchers have learned about writing and challenging them to
respond by writing and doing research of their own” (p. v). Through these
and other experiences, I have developed my approach to this course to
help students investigate, research, and discuss the ways writers use and
adapt genre conventions to engage with disciplinary modes and discourse
communities. We begin with foundational discussions, and then we engage in two major assignments: a profile of an individual in each student’s
own field followed by a genre analysis of a form of communication within
each student’s field.
During this study, I began my two sections of the course with some
baseline readings, including an excerpt from John Swales’s “The Concept
of Discourse Community” (2017). This not only allowed students to be introduced to terms like discourse community, genre, discipline, conventions,
and performance in the context of composition studies, but also allowed
students to begin questioning the “why” of writing rather than focusing
on the “how.” Our first week included discussions about students’ past
writing assignments, and in most cases, students reported that academic
assignments were assessed by an audience of one (their instructor) and
were rarely tied to a specific, publicly used genre.
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Beginning the course with these discussions allowed students to
question their own understanding of writing and better understand
how they can accommodate to a specific audience’s expectations (their
rubric), whether that audience is one or a thousand. “Lightbulb moments” in those discussions came when students realized why they felt
their writing was “B.S.” sometimes, even when it was perceived as “good”
by their instructors—which often occurred when students said their writing was done to accommodate a single-person audience in language that
felt forced and false. It helped facilitate the future discussions we would
have as a class when we read exemplar texts, asking students to consider
the link between genre and rhetorical situation as we read profiles written
for different purposes and audiences.
Our discussions in that first week freed students from prior misconceptions and allowed them to see that each new writing assignment or
new genre requires understanding the conventions and assessment practices of a specific community. These discussions defined our classroom
culture as one in which we would question the social context of writing
and discuss the fluid nature of genre and language rather than focus on
learning rules, templates, or fixed genres.
During the second week of the course, we began a genre study of the
“profile essay”—a journalistic genre in which writers choose a person,
research the person and their field (or context), interview the person, and
then write an essay that fits within this broadly defined but fairly common form. Focusing on this flexible genre allowed us to explore exemplar
texts across form, style, voice, and audience and discuss the socially situated nature of writing. Because these texts came from a broad selection
of publications, some texts utilized slang and dialect, some texts were in a
traditional journalistic voice, and some texts were multimodal. This diversity in texts encouraged discussion on the role of translingual and diverse
composing practices essential to genre studies (Gonzales, 2015), allowing students to consider their own writing practices within this and other
genres. Similarly, the genre’s flexibility enabled research-focused students
to dive deeply into research and narrative-focused students to dive into
observation and interview while still requiring all students to engage in
a bit of everything. Finally, the profile’s focus on how an individual acts
Particelli, B. (2020). Student-led assessment: A small study on classroom rubric development and
peer grading practices. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 42–75.

Student-Led Assessment • 51

within and represents a field also offered parallels to the assignment they
would embark on after this one—a genre analysis of a communication
practice within their discipline—which allowed for strong recursive opportunities throughout the course.
We began the 7-week assignment as readers, analyzing diverse examples from the profile genre in increasingly complex analyses conducted
through discussions and weekly mini-essays. Analyses and reflections
were slowly replaced by drafting as students attempted techniques seen
in the readings. We also established a few regular classroom practices,
including
• reading one to two exemplar texts per session for 5 weeks, followed by
required but self-directed readings in which students chose exemplar
readings that best suited their own projects;
• focusing a discussion on one to two aspects of form, technique, or
context regarding the day’s readings;
• following most discussions with an in-class writing exercise that emulated a specific approach we had just discussed;
• using our online discussion forum to write a 400-word analysis of
the readings each week for 4 weeks, followed by drafts of sections of
students’ essays for the remaining 3 weeks (based on emulation);
• reading profile essay definitions, submission guidelines, and commentary by a profile writer each week to discuss how genre and
assessment relate to each other and to consider context and approach;
• regularly discussing how the profile genre’s approaches to research,
style, structure, and so forth relate to students’ own field’s genres; and
• taking three surveys—two during the assignment and one after—
that opened discussions on how writing is assessed across disciplines and rhetorical situations.
The short-term goal was to help students understand the movable
borders of this genre so they could understand their options for this assignment and their audience (their peers). The long-term goal was to
help students view genre as a communication structure that adapts to fit
a community’s needs and expectations and to help students understand that all writing is assessed through context-based criteria and socially-situated expectations, whether a grade is attached to the writing
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or not. These practices allowed for a genre study from which we could
develop a rubric to fit our own situation and then use that rubric to have
students grade each other. As Sadler (1998) stated, it helped students
“frame problems themselves” as part of their “progressive journey into
self-assessment” (p. 81).
By the time the students’ first full draft was due, we had read approximately 20 exemplar texts, discussed repeatedly why forms and language
look different in publications, and read several definitions of “profile essay,” including the two below:
A “profile feature” is a newspaper article that explores the background
and character of a particular person (or group). The focus should be
on a news angle or a single aspect of the subject’s personal or professional life. (“How to Write a Profile,” 1999)
A Profile is a biographical piece—a concise rendering of a life through
anecdote, incident, interview, and description (or some ineffable
combination thereof). (Rothman, 2012)
By the time we got to our own definition of “profile essay,” we were
ready to develop a rubric that would fit the work students wanted to do. I
imposed a genre category and a suggested word count (2,000–3,000 words).
Students then had to determine broad enough criteria for our rubric without making the criteria so broad as to lose the genre or so narrow as to
eliminate options for the writer’s choice.
While we had discussed the genre each week (assessment conversations were ever-present), the rubric was not developed until weeks 4 and
5. It was created during an hour of one session and 15 minutes of two
other sessions. In our first rubric creation discussion, I asked students
to create their own detailed definition of the profile genre using a technique called “snowballing.” I have heard instructors refer to “snowballing”
in teacher workshops but have not seen references to it in literature. To
“snowball,” an instructor asks students to write their own ideas on a piece
of paper—in this case, listing the genre’s essential elements. Students are
then instructed to get into pairs, sharing their ideas with a partner and negotiating a new list. Finally, I handed out sample rubrics (of other genres)
and blank rubric tables and asked the students to get into groups of four
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to negotiate a new list and fill out the rubric elements (e.g., the rows) as
well as descriptions of what an “A” would be for each of those elements
(e.g., the first column). When they were done, the five groups of four each
wrote their proposed rubric elements on the board, and then the whole
class discussed and debated our options. While I facilitated and structured discussions, I tried to keep my influence to a minimum, and the
only direct influence I exerted was to push back against each section’s desire to have a row devoted entirely to “grammar.” In both class sections, I
encouraged the students to broaden the category of “grammar” in order
to push students to focus on ideas as essential elements and avoid an overemphasis on Standard American English. This moment, like many others within rubric development, became part of our ongoing discussions
about how rubrics can silence some voices by demanding specific dialect
and language use and encouraged students to consider what was essential
versus what was academically expected.
The elements developed by each section were:
Section 1
• A biography or history of the subject
• Quotes from and observations of the subject
• A “broader perspective” or angle on the subject(s)’s place within a
discipline, field, or idea
• Organization, clarity, and grammar
Section 2
• Background: biography of subject and/or a history of the field
• Interview and/or observation: interactions with subject(s)
• Author’s voice or presence works well with profile subject
• Subject’s impact or relevance (or place within) a field
• Grammar, structure, and other style and clarity issues
I then collected the students’ completed rubric tables with their descriptions for what an “A” would be for their proposed elements, letting
them know that I would synthesize their language as I fleshed out each
rubric in greater detail into our proposed rubric. For the following two
sessions, we applied this proposed rubric to professionally written exemplar texts and student-written exemplar texts and then discussed and
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revised our drafted rubric for approximately 15 minutes until we came to
the final rubric (see Appendix D for Section 1’s rubric).
These stages of the development and application of the rubric acted
as the beginning of rater training, in which students established an understanding of our rubric and prepared themselves for peer grading.
While typical rater training asks raters to read sample papers that are
representative of scores within a rubric and calibrate their scores as a
group before they score independently (Huot 2002a, pp. 85–86), our
rater-training process was more limited. We applied the rubric to two
student-written profiles from past classes and two professionally published profiles. We then applied the rubric to peer drafts as part of a peer
review day and finally to students’ own drafts for self-assessment.
During week 7, the students graded each other. Each student uploaded one copy of their final profile essay for me and brought two copies
to class for their peers to grade. I collected the papers and redistributed
them with blank rubrics that included a space for written comments.
I then asked graders to place their name on a post-it, which I would remove. While peers saw the name of the person they were grading, their
own grading was anonymous. While I did not grade the grader, I wanted
a level of accountability in asking students to claim their work as graders.
As a final way to alleviate pressure, I reminded students that I allow
for rewrites. While it was on the syllabus, and discussed during the first
week, this last-minute reminder freed students to approach their comments (and assessment in general) as formative, not summative. While
few students ever take me up on rewrites (in this case, only four of 43 did),
it allowed the student graders to shed the fear of issuing “final” grades
to their peers. I also reminded the students that I would be grading the
papers independently, and that while I would defer to the average of the
two student grades, I would add my grade into the average if the grades
were more than 2% away from my own independent grades, and I would
override that grade entirely with my own if the student-given grades were
still significantly lower.
Each student then graded two of their peers’ papers during a class
session. Students were free to leave once they had graded both papers, but
I did not tell them that until the first students had finished. Most students
took an hour to read and grade both essays.
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I graded all essays independently, using their online submissions.
I used the same rubric the students used, and I graded the submissions
before I looked at peer grades. When I returned the papers with final
grades, I included the two peer-graded papers with filled-out rubrics
along with a print-out of my written comments. The two peer grades and
a final grade appeared at the bottom. I did not include my rubric sheet or
grade, only the two peer grades and the final grade, and I described my
approach to averaging the grades as I handed back their work. None of the
students challenged their grade.
Results
I conducted three anonymous surveys in each class section throughout the 14-session, 7-week assignment. The initial survey focused on assess
ment in general (Appendix A), while the pregrading survey (Appendix B)
and postgrading survey (Appendix C) focused more on peer grading. Of
the 43 students, 38 took the initial survey, 39 took the pregrading survey,
and 37 took the postgrading survey, indicating that some students were
absent or chose not to participate in the optional surveys.
In the initial survey, I was interested in how students perceived peer
review, rubric use, and grading. Sixty-three percent of students agreed or
strongly agreed that “professor-directed peer feedback on written assignments has been valuable in my past courses,” which is in line with other
findings that suggest that structured peer review is valuable (Lundstrom
& Baker, 2009).
However, students perceived their instructor’s role in formal assessments as more nuanced. While 59% of students agreed or strongly agreed
that in their college courses, “requirements and grades tend to be clear”
and 67% agreed or strongly agreed that “exams and written assignments
tend to be fair and reflect course content,” there were indications that
the clarity in these courses did not always come from rubrics or well-
articulated assignments. To the statement, “In my experience, professors
use rubrics (or well-articulated assignments) to assess written assignments fairly,” 51% were neutral, 31% agreed or strongly agreed, and 18%
disagreed or strongly disagreed. It appears that students gain clarity in
part from their fellow students since 68% agreed or strongly agreed to
the statement, “Working and ‘talking it through’ with fellow students has
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been essential to understanding a professor’s expectations on written
assignments.” In classroom discussions, students expounded that they
typically receive a difficult-to-understand assignment sheet without
a rubric and that the professor’s expectations become clearer through
classroom and peer-to-peer discussions, which is in line with the finding
that instructors tend to avoid rubrics or otherwise clearly defined assignments (Reddy & Andrade, 2010).
Some of the most interesting findings came from how students perceived peer grading. A series of questions repeated in all three surveys
centered on how students perceived their ability to grade each other’s work
“fairly and competently” (see Table 1; Figure 1). In the initial survey, 47%
of students were neutral when asked if peer grading could be conducted
fairly and competently, and 29% disagreed or strongly disagreed. In a
classroom discussion, students described the same reticence that is reflected in the literature, in which students do not trust each other’s expertise and are uncomfortable with the power dynamic (Kaufman & Schunn,
2011; Liu & Carless, 2006). One student stated, “I just don’t want another
student to have that kind of power over my life,” emphasizing the word
“life” with worry. Students were unsure if their peers had the expertise
to grade their work. Then, despite a significant amount of time spent on
rubric development and assessment discussions, their fear spiked in
the pregrading survey. Two days before peer grading, 59% of students
disagreed or strongly disagreed that their peers could grade each other’s work fairly and competently, a significant increase from the initial
29%. However, in the postgrading survey that number reversed again.
Only 13% disagreed or strongly disagreed that their peers had graded
fairly, while 60% of students found their peers to be fair and competent
graders. (The median and mode reflect those numbers as well, while the
mean flattens out for the first two surveys but still reflects a spike from the
postgrading survey responses.)
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Table 1

Survey
It is possible for
students to grade
38 each other’s written
assignments fairly and
competently.

n

15%

5%

10%

44%

24%

27%

28%

47%

50%

13%

21%

4
Agree

10%

0%

3%

5
Strongly agree

3.70

2.85

2.92

Mean

4

2

3

Median

4

2

3

Mode

Student Confidence in Peer Grading

Initial

I am confident my
peers will grade my
39
work fairly and competently.

3%

1
3
Strongly
Neutral/ no
disagree 2 Disagree opinion

Pregrading

My peers graded my
37 work fairly and competently.

Survey prompt

Postgrading
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Figure 1
Student Confidence in Peer Grading Across Three Surveys
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While the spike in student concern over the fairness and competence
of their peers right before the peer grading exercise might indicate a fear
of a lack of preparation, other results indicate otherwise. While students
were wary of their peers just before grading, with only 13% agreeing that
their peers could be fair and competent, they nevertheless expressed confidence in their own ability to grade. In the pregrading survey, 54% of
students agreed or strongly agreed to the statement, “I understand the
genre well enough now to grade fellow students’ work competently,” with
36% neutral and 10% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. This indicates
that students were comfortable with the assignment and the rubric, but
uncomfortable with the situation.
Regarding the consistency of final grades, resulting grades indicated
strong community-wide understanding of our standards. The average
grade offered by the two peer graders (87.4%) was surprisingly close to
my own independent blind grading (87.9%). However, individual grades
indicated more variance. While 60% of individual student grades were
within 2% of my own, 20% were 5% different or more. In practice, I was
able to side with the average of the two student grades in all but five cases,
but if the goal is reliability—to replace instructor grading with student
grading—five in 43 cases is not ideal, which might support Cho et al.’s
(2006) findings that a minimum of four student graders is necessary.
One of the most surprising results was how students perceived their
understanding of the genre and assignment. Eighty-nine percent agreed
or strongly agreed that “I understand the basic elements of this genre,”
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and 97% agreed or strongly agreed that “I understand the requirements
of this writing assignment.” For many of the instructors whom I have discussed these findings with, as well as in my own experience, this level of
understanding of an assignment is significant. It indicates that the process
of genre study, rubric development, and rater training allowed students to
become deeply familiar with the genre, their audience, and audience expectations, likely creating a situation in which grades were higher because
expectations were clear. Equally striking, and perhaps related, in response
to the pregrading survey prompt, “I am proud of the work I have been
doing on this piece of writing,” 75% of students agreed or strongly agreed,
while 23% were neutral. Only one student disagreed.
A central aspect of this study was to measure how students perceived
their own learning throughout the process. In response to the postgrading survey statement “Grading my peers’ writing, I learned (check all that
apply),” the students most often chose that they had learned “how to better evaluate peers thoughtfully and effectively,” “a better understanding
of how others evaluate my writing,” and “about my own approach to
this writing assignment” (Figure 2). Unsurprisingly, by applying their
community-developed rubric to peers’ work, students learned how their
Figure 2
Student Perceptions of Peer-Grading Learning Outcomes
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Note. Student perception (n = 38) of peer-grading learning outcomes in regard to the
postgrading survey statement “Grading my peers’ writing, I learned (check all that
apply).”
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own and others’ writing is evaluated and assessed. Perhaps most promising, though, these results indicate that students saw their extensive
involvement in assessment as a skill that they could use in future writing
tasks—the top three responses focused on transferrable skills.
Finally, when asked in the postgrading survey if this peer assessment
strategy should be repeated in future courses, 57% responded “yes,” 23%
responded “yes, with some changes,” and 20% responded, “no.” Thus, 80%
of students saw the benefit of incorporating peer grading into a required
writing course. Classroom discussions revealed that remaining hesitations centered on individual graders being too harsh, a desire for graders
to be graded, and concerns on student expertise as graders. However,
there was also an overwhelming student desire for more instructors to
incorporate some version of community-centered rubric development as
a common classroom strategy. These findings offer strong initial support
for that desire.
Conclusion and Suggestions for Further Research
Grading is sometimes seen as an impediment to writing because
it draws students’ attention away from more formative and qualitative feedback (Heritage, 2010; Martins, 2008). It is also problematic,
as Brookhart’s (1994) often-cited study concluded that instructors’ grades
are a “hodgepodge grade of attitude, effort, and achievement” (p. 279),
made even more worthy of scrutiny among discussions of the role of bias
in assessment (Inoue, 2015).
This study takes up the issue of how one might localize writing
assessment through a dialogic engagement that involves students in genre
study, rubric development, peer review, and peer grading. The aim of this
study was to consider how assessment could be used more effectively as a
process-based pedagogical tool, involving students in as many aspects of
the assessment process as possible to embolden students to better understand the connection between writing and assessment.
Reflecting the literature, this study’s results show that through involvement in assessment practices, students exhibited a clear understanding of
the genre they were developing the rubric for, indicating as Sadler (1998)
wrote, they felt able to recognize, solve, and frame problems themselves.
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After developing and using rubrics, students could also better evaluate
others and understand how others evaluate them (Reddy & Andrade,
2010; Sadler, 1998), suggesting opportunities for the transfer of these
skills across disciplines. While rubric development took time, students
indicated that “dialectical vying” was worth taking the time to challenge
and problematize students’ notions of a singular version of a “correct”
assignment (Inoue, 2005) despite discomfort with an unfamiliar power
dynamic in the days before peer grading (Kaufman & Schunn, 2011; Liu
& Carless, 2006; Smith et al., 2002). This study extends online peer grading research into an in-person course with a student-developed rubric
and also supports the literature that encourages involving students in developing and using rubrics. This support was perhaps most striking in
the following two findings: (a) 97% of participants said they understood
the requirements of the writing assignment, and (b) students reported
their top learning outcomes from the study as the ability to evaluate others’ writing and to understand how others evaluate their writing, two
outcomes that indicate significant opportunities for transfer (Figure 2).
While this study indicates that students felt that they were empowered by their participation in the assessment process and that they had
learned about the relationship between assessment and writing, questions
arose that need further study. Our rubric development might have relied
too heavily on in-class participation. While the use of “snowballing”
allowed individuals to articulate their ideas before we turned to group
consensus, as the group got larger, the final decisions were ultimately
made by the most vocal students. This is a potential problem for second-
language learners and second-dialect speaking students, as well as introverted students who might feel silenced by the decision-making process.
Including an online aspect to the process would offer additional openings for students who are more reticent public debaters. Rubric development was also heavily guided by the instructor. Debates on revisions
were moderated and translated into the rubric by the instructor rather
than the students, and the actual writing of the rubric, while based on
student-led choices, was again done by the instructor rather than the
students. These actions likely altered the final rubric to some degree, silencing some student voices.
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The biggest challenges remain in grading protocols. As Kaufman and
Schunn (2011) found with their online writing students, students in this
study perceived the fairness and usefulness of peer grading lower right
before grading and significantly higher after participation. However, this
study found a more nuanced response when discussing the process with
students in the classroom afterwards. While the survey results supported
Kaufman and Schunn’s findings, a small handful of students described
being upset or disappointed by their fellow classmates’ assessment when
they were given two very different grades. Instructors might benefit from
following Cho et al.’s (2006) findings, which suggest that having four
graders offers greater reliability and offers students access to more peer
feedback. One might also consider grading the graders on the quality of
their written feedback to encourage a deeper critical engagement with
the assessment process and to reduce concerns of social-based grading,
in which students often know whose work they are grading in an in-class
setting. Alternatively, an instructor with two sections could have one class
grade the other, which would have the added pedagogical benefit of discussing each section’s rubric, but the drawback of this is asking graders to
utilize a rubric they did not create.
However, any hiccups in grading protocols also allowed for rich
classroom discussions on grading inequities in general, the different
expectations and backgrounds of assessors (including instructors), and
our expectations regarding language use and language difference. These
moments offered opportunities of learning for the classroom as a whole.
An expanded study might therefore benefit from including follow-up interviews with students on whether or not they internalized these lessons
and applied them to future writing projects. A longitudinal study could
allow an in-depth study that includes demographic data.
Regarding the overarching practice of student-led rubric development and peer grading, it is worth questioning whether future student
perceptions of their learning outcomes would be similar to the ones in
this study’s findings if only the instructor did the grading while students
simply focused on rubric development. There are benefits and drawbacks
to removing students from the grading process. It is true that the majority
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of the students’ time spent on assessment was centered on developing, discussing, and calibrating both the rubric and the writing to fit the
community’s expectations. Grading was merely the last step. However,
grading is a meaningful action in our current institutional structure, and
to involve students as graders is to empower them. Removing grading
would minimize some of the consequences and benefits of rubric development. Alternatively, Inoue (2005) offers an interesting option for
rubric use in which students codevelop a rubric and then the instructor
and students individually meet to determine the grade, coming “to some
agreements about their portfolio grade in private conferences that they
manage” (p. 211). Of course, any involvement of students in the grading
process will always be fraught with issues that step beyond the classroom
when we work within institutions that use grades to determine financial
support, fellowships, acceptance into graduate school, and employment
opportunities.
We need additional research that focuses on how student-led rubric
development and use affects student learning. Involving students in the
assessment process helps them develop the skills needed to frame a task
themselves, write toward specific goals, and then assess writing based on
criteria that exists explicitly within a community. While peer grading research has focused on reliability and efficiency in online courses, additional research is needed that focuses on pedagogical concerns. We need
to find a way to help students see assessment as interwoven within the
writing process, the connective tissue between text, writer, and audience.
Involving students in genre study, rubric development, peer review,
peer grading, and the conversations that are required to engage in these
steps allows students to question the process of assessment from the perspective of both writer and reader, assessed and assessor, and to consider
how to apply those skills beyond the classroom. The results of this study
indicate that student-led rubric development and peer grading leads to
a better understanding of self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and students’
own writing processes. Findings also indicate that students consequently
have greater pride in their work and a deeper understanding of the assignment and genre.
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Further pedagogy-focused studies in peer-led rubric development
and peer grading is encouraged. Understanding the efficacy of these practices will be essential for further discussion on how we might continue
connecting assessment within discussions of the writing process.
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Appendix A
Initial Survey
1. In my courses at this university, course requirements and grading systems tend to be clear.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
2. In my courses, exams and written assignments tend to be fair and reflect course content.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
3. In my courses, readings are effective in helping me understand how to
approach written assignments.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
4. In my experience, professors offer rubrics (or well-articulated assignments) to define the expectations of written assignments.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
5. In my experience, professors use rubrics (or well-articulated expectations) to grade written assignments.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
6. Working and “talking it through” with fellow students has been
essential to understanding a professor’s expectations on written
assignments.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
7. Professor-directed peer feedback on written assignments has been
valuable in my past courses.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
8. Peer feedback on written assignments can be valuable with the right
instruction and guidelines.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
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9. It is possible for students to grade each other’s written assignments
fairly and competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
10. Letter grades are an essential tool of education.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
11. Letter grades are an essential tool to evaluate students for employment and higher education.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
12. If I get less than a B, I feel like I have failed to complete the course’s
demands.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
13. I expect that the most common grade assigned to students at my university is:
A
B
C
D
F
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Appendix B
Pregrading Survey
1.

I understand the basic elements of this genre.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

2. I understand the requirements of this writing assignment.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
3. The writing element that I am most nervous about is (pick one):
Incorporating dialogue or quotes
Observational and descriptive writing
Biographical or historical writing
Expressing my subject’s place in the world
Structure, grammar, and style
Entertaining my readers
Not having enough material
Having too much material
N/A: I am not nervous about this assignment
4. In order of importance: I learned the most about how to write this
assignment through (drag to reorder):
Readings within the genre
Prior knowledge of the genre
Discussion of our rubric
Personal inquiries/readings
Peer review
Professor’s lectures
One-on-one with the professor
5. I understand the genre well enough now to grade fellow students’
work competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
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6. I am nervous about other students grading my work fairly and
competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
7. With students doing the grading, I expect the grades to be:
Higher
Lower
Same/Similar
8. It is possible for students to grade each other’s written assignments
fairly and competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
9. As I grade my fellow students’ writing, I expect that I will learn (check
all that apply):
More about my own approach to this writing assignment
Styles and techniques that I can incorporate into future writing
How to better evaluate peers thoughtfully and effectively
A better understanding of how others evaluate my writing
How to read similar texts more critically
About the person and subject matter the writer writes about
It will reinforce things I already know about writing and reading
I do not expect to learn anything valuable at all
10. I see educational value in having students grade each other’s work.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
11. I am proud of the work I have been doing on this piece of writing.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
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Appendix C
Postgrading Survey
1. I was nervous about having my peers grade my writing.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
2. I understood the basic elements of this genre enough to grade it.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
3. The written peer responses and comments (during grading) were
done thoughtfully and with an eye toward making my essay better.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
4. The written response by my professor (during grading) was done
thoughtfully and with an eye toward making my essay better.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
5. My peers graded my work fairly and competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
6. Grading my peers’ writing, I learned (check all that apply):
More about my own approach to this writing assignment
Styles and techniques that I can incorporate into future writing
How to better evaluate peers thoughtfully and effectively
A better understanding of how others evaluate my writing
How to read similar texts more critically
About the person and subject matter the writer writes about
It will reinforce things I already know about writing and reading
I do not expect to learn anything valuable at all
7. It is possible for students to grade each other’s written assignments
fairly and competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
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8. The peer-grading process was a valuable experience.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
9. I would rather have the professor be the only one to grade my work.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
10. In order of importance: I learned the most about how to write the
profile essay through (drag to reorder):
Readings within the genre
Prior knowledge of the genre
Discussion of our rubric
Personal inquiries/readings
Peer review
Professor’s lectures
One-on-one with the professor
Peer grading/response
Professor’s grade/response
11. I am proud of the work I have been doing on this piece of writing.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
12. It is possible for students to grade each other’s written assignments
fairly and competently.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
13. Would you suggest I do this again for the profile essay?
No
Yes
Yes, with some changes
Yes, and you should do it with more assignments
14. What do you think was the most interesting or successful aspect of
peer grading? (Written answer.)
15. What was the most challenging or unsuccessful aspect of peer
grading? (Written answer.)
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Appendix D
Student-Developed Rubric (Section 1)

A Broader
Perspective

A Biography or
History of
the Subject

Print-Worthy (A+)
to Exceptional (A-)
25–23

Strong (B+) to
Developing (B-)
22–20

Flawed (C) to Missing
(F) 19–10

The essay offers a
broader perspective—an angle on the
subject’s place within
a discipline, field, or
idea. A general audience reader could
both understand
the subject’s place
within this broader
perspective and
learn something new
about the discipline,
field, or idea.

The broader perspective is there,
but it is nonspecific, thereby not
shedding much or
any new light on
the subject’s place
in the field or on
the field.

The essay is focused
more on personal interest issues, with little
or no broader context.
It lacks a connection
to discipline, field, or
idea.

The essay includes a
biography or history
of the subject. The
biography is specifically organized and
developed around
the subject’s place in
the discipline, field,
or idea. A history of
an aspect of the field
is also included or
indicated within the
essay.

The essay includes
a biography or history of the subject,
or the field, but it is
not as focused as it
should be.

There is little to no
understanding of
the subject or field’s
history.
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Print-Worthy (A+)
to Exceptional (A-)
25–23
An interview took
place, quotes were
Quotes and used directly, and the
subject was deObservascribed in action, in a
tions of the
compelling narrative
Subject
way that allows the
reader to see the
person as they act in
the world.

Strong (B+) to
Developing (B-)
22–20
Quotes were used
but were poorly integrated. Descriptions of the subject
were missing or off
topic.

Flawed (C) to Missing
(F) 19–10

Written without
major grammatical
errors, with language
that fits the discourse community
Organithis essay might be
zation,
written toward. The
Clarity, and story is organized in
Grammar
a way that is not only
understandable and
clear but also compelling in the way the
essay is formed and
ends.

Few major grammatical errors.
Organized in a
clear and understandable way, but
it could lack a compelling structure.

Error-riddled, or the
diction does not fit the
genre to an adequate
degree. Or organization is confusing.

Category 		Grade
Broader Perspective:
____
Biography or History:
____
Quotes & Observations:
____
Organization, Clarity:
____
Grade:			____

One or more of the
elements was missing
and/or inadequate.

Comments/Specific Feedback:
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The Effects of Informal Training on Graduate
Teaching Assistants’ Response Beliefs
Andrew Thomas-James Moos
University of Michigan
As recent studies have shown (Ferris, 2014; Reid, Estrem, & Belcheir, 2012), formalized types of pedagogical instruction may be less effective for new instructors
than previously thought. As new instructors form beliefs about responding to student writing through their first years of teaching and training, they may continue
to rely heavily on knowledge from various communities of practice (Wenger, 2000)
outside of their current programs while shaping their beliefs about feedback. This
study examines these informal influences on the feedback beliefs of first-year writing instructors. Specifically, this study uses both surveys and interviews with teachers in their first 2 years of teaching at a university in the United States to uncover
influences on these individuals that result from informal training. The purpose of
this study is to examine how personal experiences, values, or beliefs based on their
own lives might affect the beliefs with which instructors respond to their students’
writing in the classroom. Findings suggest that informal training is a valuable tool
to new teachers for motivating them to respond to student writing and should be
taken into account in teacher training.

Keywords: response beliefs, teacher training, graduate teaching assistants
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Analyzing teachers’ comments on students’ papers is a common
way to understand how teachers respond to student writing (Connors &
Lunsford, 1988; Ferris, 2014; Lee, 2008; Straub & Lunsford, 1995). While
this focus on specific examples of teacher response is very useful in answering the question of what teachers are doing with their feedback, it
is often limited in explaining why. In her study examining a large number of teacher beliefs about responding to student writing, Ferris (2014)
found that “a sizable gap in the research base has been consultations with
teachers themselves about what they do with regard to feedback and why
they do it that way” (p. 7). Although direct consultations with teachers on
writing feedback have not been ignored, the focus of perception-based
studies has lately centered on students (Ädel, 2017). As a result of this
focus on both the students and textual analysis, “research on the beliefs of
writing teachers and the pedagogical choices that influence how they respond to student writing is much more scant” (Junqueira & Payant, 2015,
p. 21). In attempting to answer the question of why teachers respond to
student writing in the ways that they do, it may be useful to take a teacher-
centered approach in consulting with teachers directly about the ways
their beliefs about response have been formed.
Pedagogical classes and other types of more formalized and institutionalized training are often considered a strong force that shapes teacher
beliefs; however, studies have indicated that beliefs are also formed outside of this professional training. As Ferris (2014) found, although many
instructors pointed to graduate courses or teaching internships, some
instructors modeled their feedback on previous teachers’ feedback and
peers’ suggestions during conversations, or they purely experimented in
seeing what worked. These sources shaping instructors’ beliefs can be
wide ranging and difficult to categorize, and new instructors often piece
these experiences together in an attempt to model what a “good” classroom should look like (Reid, Estrem, & Belcheir, 2012, pp. 454, 460). The
knowledge gained through these informal sources may then transfer into
teachers’ beliefs about general classroom practices (Dryer, 2012, p. 443),
and “if we choose to ignore the many areas of their lives and experiences
that new (and continuing) instructors draw from as we teach, we’re missing a large portion of the picture” (Reid et al., 2012, p. 462). What might
aid conversations on response then is a more direct consideration of the
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“lived experience of participation” (Wenger, 1998, p. 3) from the communities of practice in which these novice teachers have been involved. As
learning is a social act, individuals carry knowledge and practices from
the communities they are involved in, and this inevitably results in both
conflicts and connections at the boundaries of each of those communities
(Wenger, 2000). In explicitly investigating these influences outside formal
instruction, response training might be able to more easily create bridges
across these boundaries and aid in the development of more structured
pedagogical beliefs.
The purpose of this study is to examine how experiences with feedback outside of formal instruction and training affect instructors’ beliefs
about responding to student writing and to use the results of this examination in connection with Wenger’s (1998; 2000) theories of social
learning systems and communities of practice to discuss possible considerations for these conflicts in training. In attempting to categorize these
varying areas of training and study identified in scholarship (Estrem
& Reid, 2012; Ferris, 2014; Reid et al., 2012), I suggest the categories of
formal training and informal training. Formal training refers to acts that
were specifically intended to train an individual in responding to student
writing, such as “participating in pedagogy seminar(s), receiving training
for Writing Center [sic] or teaching, or through reading [scholarly] articles” (Estrem & Reid, 2012, p. 459). In contrast, informal training refers
to experiences—“experiences as a student or writer . . . [and experiences
within] family, [a community], or [having] personal values” (p. 454)—
that have shaped an individual’s response beliefs despite the fact that the
experiences were not undertaken by the individual with the specific goal
of being trained in response. This distinction is made in an attempt to
more easily categorize specific experiences and understand why some
instructors “continue to explicitly value their own lived experience more
strongly than the knowledge or skills we focus on with them” (Reid et al.,
2012, p. 54). While these two categories of training are limited in that not
every influence can be neatly categorized into one of these two options, it
does provide a way to discuss the wide range of possible influences that
can affect teachers. Because of the strong connection between community practices, identities, and beliefs (Wenger, 2000), and because of the
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influence that beliefs can have on classroom practices (Parker, 2010), it is
necessary to closely examine the effects specific kinds of informal training have on what new teachers believe about practices of responding to
student writing and why they believe that way.
Literature Review
Responding to Student Writing
As feedback on student writing is typically “the most enduring form
of communication we have with our students” (Sommers, 2013, p. xi),
teachers tend to view responding to student writing with trepidation.
Furthermore, because feedback is an issue that concerns all instructors
in every field (Stern & Solomon, 2006), various issues concerning feedback are now seeing a renewed interest (Lee, 2014). Recent feedback discussions have taken a general interest toward perceptions of feedback,
specifically examining student perceptions of certain feedback practices
(Christiansen & Bloch, 2016; Ekholm, Zumbrunn, & Conklin, 2015;
Kang & Dykema, 2017; Lizzio & Wilson, 2008; Macklin, 2016; McBeth,
2015; Sommers, 2013; Zigmond, 2012; Zumbrunn, Marrs, & Mewborn,
2016). However, despite an increased interest in perceptions of feedback,
fewer recent studies exist with the specific aim of examining teachers’
perspectives on how they develop feedback practices (Montgomery &
Baker, 2007). In continuing to “[build] on recent efforts to incorporate
the teachers’ voices into conversations on response to student writing”
(Ferris, 2014, p. 9) and also to see where these teacher attitudes and ideas
on feedback develop, it is necessary to turn the focus of teacher inquiry to
teachers’ beliefs about response and what shapes those beliefs.
Teachers and the Power of Beliefs
While beliefs are challenging to uncover due to their dynamic nature
(Junqueira & Payant, 2015, p. 33), beliefs can be defined as “statements
teachers make about their ideas, thoughts and knowledge that are expressed as evaluations of what ‘should be done’, ‘should be the case’ and
‘is preferable’” (Basturkmen, Loewen, & Ellis, 2004, p. 244). Although research has shown that teacher beliefs and practices do not always align in
a one-to-one manner (Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Lee, 2008), a pattern
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can usually be found between beliefs and practices (Min, 2013) even
though discontinuities occasionally exist due to a teacher’s lack of ability
to put his or her beliefs into action (Ferris, 2014, p. 20). Unfortunately,
while the notion that beliefs impact teachers in the classroom has been
“generally acknowledged” (Basturkmen et al., 2004, p. 245), the need for
scholarship on teacher beliefs and how they affect response is still apparent (Junqueira & Payant, 2015; Lee, 2008). Borg (2001) found that teachers’ beliefs affect education, particularly the acceptance, rejection, and
interpretation of new information, and recent studies have worked to fill
gaps about teacher beliefs specific to response. But these studies often unearth further conflicts between participants’ beliefs and formal training
(Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Ferris, 2014; Lee, 2008).
Although formal pedagogical training in response is a powerful force
in shaping beliefs, it may not be the only force. Education scholarship
has noted how experiences outside of pedagogical training can affect
teacher beliefs in general and that “experiences outside of teaching” often
build into elaborate belief structures that teachers hold (Calderhead,
1996, p. 721). Scott (2015) demonstrated the benefits this outside training can have for some instructors who utilized personal past experiences
as students and personal reflections to help them relate with students,
and Reid et al.’s (2012) study of the training of writing instructors more
directly began to uncover how these experiences shape teacher beliefs,
as new instructors “often rate their previous and ongoing experiences as
more valuable than the formal learning [provided to them]” (p. 48). The
influence that these experiences may have on teacher beliefs about responding to student writing specifically, however, remains unexamined.
In attempting to examine sources of teacher beliefs on response more
thoroughly, it may be necessary “to probe the underlying reasons for their
practices [and ask teachers directly] to explain, analyze, and unpack the
issues pertaining to feedback” (Lee, 2008, p. 19). Sorting through the
beliefs and informal training that impact teacher response is a complex
process; thus, it may prove useful to view the challenges new instructors
face in developing their understanding of response through the lens of
social learning systems and communities of practice.
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New Instructors, Communities of Practice, and Informal Training
In working within a social learning system, informal training acts
as a significant, nonstandardized way of developing knowledge economies: “The primary source of value creation lies in informal processes.
. . . Formal organizational designs and processes are still important, but
they contribute to value creation to the extent that they are in the service of informal process” (Wenger, 2000, p. 242). Through these informal
processes, individuals are more able to address the complex issues that
may arise when the boundaries between the various identities and communities they inhabit conflict with one another. The informal is able to
adapt to the dynamic situations of the individuals as they work “to fashion
a meaningful trajectory through these communities over time” (p. 243).
For novice instructors arriving at an institution from a variety of previous
communities, this kind of knowledge making is highly valuable, especially
when considering how to respond to student writing. However, the formal and informal can quickly become contradictory for graduate students
if they think that their lived experiences are being denied by their formal
training, or that they are being forced into “the choice of rejecting their
own experiential knowledge or rejecting what they hear in class” (Polin,
2010, p. 166).
This feeling of contradiction is further exacerbated by inexperienced
and novice instructors who often feel unsure of how to respond to their
students’ writing (Edgington, 2016; Reid et al., 2012); in fact, examinations into teaching assistant (TA) preparation for writing instructors have
found that when faced with all of their teaching responsibilities, these new
instructors feel the most “ill-prepared for grading and responding to student papers” (Taggart & Lowry, 2011, p. 97). However, because identities
can extend across boundaries (Wenger, 2000), newer instructors that cannot rely on years of professional experience may instead look toward relatable experiences in their other communities of practice to help mitigate
these issues. As individuals coordinate their identities across many communities and form a multimembership (Wenger, 1998), new instructors
may reflect on their own past and ongoing training in a process known
as interteaching, in which an individual combines and tests newly gained
knowledge with prior knowledge to see what works for them (Malderez
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& Bodoczky, 1999, pp. 16–17). Interteaching occurs as individuals struggle to maintain a productive balance between competence (knowledge
that is socially and historically established and particular to a community)
and experience (the individual’s personal and lived knowledge; Wenger,
2000, pp. 226–27). New teachers may rely on boundary objects—in other
words, objects that are a part of multiple practices and work to harmonize
perspectives (Wenger, 1998, pp. 106–107)—in an attempt to negotiate
this balance between competence and experience. However, when not
carefully considered, boundary objects “may be misrepresented or interpreted blindly” (Wenger, 2000, p. 236). Often the end result of this struggle
for novice teachers is a set of common sense beliefs about writing instruction (Dryer, 2012) that are typically characterized by an increased focus
on pragmatism and applicability at the expense of theory (McMartinMiller, 2014). Therefore, although the boundaries between communities
may be considered a liability in further developing the competence needed
to more fully understand both theory and applicability, boundaries can
also be influential learning assets when brokered by carefully introducing
applicable “elements of one practice into another” (Wenger, 2000, p. 225).
Because this process of interteaching and experimentation is particularly
noticeable in beginning teachers (Reid et al., 2012, p. 34) and because individuals new to communities often rely on knowledge gained from other
communities in developing competence (Wenger, 2000), it may prove
informative to examine instructors in this group, who are likely heavily
influenced in their response beliefs by informal training.
Research Questions
This study examines whether informal training has an effect on what
graduate TAs in their first or second year of teaching at a university believe about responding to student writing and why. In order to attempt
to answer this central question, several subquestions must be considered:
• What are the categories of informal training?
• Which informal training methods do respondents report as having
the largest effect on their response beliefs?
• How does informal training affect response beliefs?

Moos, A. (2020). The effects of informal training on graduate teaching assistants’ response beliefs.
Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 76–107.

The Effects of Informal Training • 83

In answering these questions, the researcher will first explain and justify
the methods for conducting this research. This will be followed by the
results of the findings and a discussion of implications for the study of
response.
Methodology
This study uses a combination of surveys and interviews with writing
instructors who were in their first or second year of instruction at a particular university in order to uncover the extent to which they reported
that informal training had influenced their beliefs about responding to
student writing.
Context and Participants
This study examined a variety of MA, PhD, and MFA graduate TAs
in their first or second year of teaching in an English department at a
four-year midwestern university in the United States during the spring
and fall semesters of 2017. This created a pool of 38 possible participants
who were teaching first-year writing classes at the time of the research. In
their first year at this university, the participants all took the same course
covering an overview of the field of postsecondary writing education that
attempted to aid their transition into teaching by providing pedagogical
knowledge that was both theoretical and practical. This course met twice
each week, and the course content was designed to introduce relevant
concepts in writing pedagogy as they were expected to come up for these
novice instructors during the semester (e.g., the course had a session on
peer review right before instructors taught their first peer review). While
many of the course readings were structured around the course textbook,
Cross-Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader (Villanueva & Arola, 2011), a variety of supplementary readings on response were also included. Of the 29
classes during the semester, four explicitly focused on instructing how to
respond to student texts. Participants for this study were recruited over
an email that provided a link to a survey as well as a note requesting that
those interested in being interviewed by the researcher reply to confirm
their interest in the study.
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Data Collection
The data1 for this study were collected in two stages: anonymous
surveys sent via email to qualifying participants and then one-on-one
interviews with the researcher. These methods were chosen specifically
as they are some of the most reliable ways to uncover an individual’s beliefs (MacNealy, 1999, p. 166), and explicit discussions and interviews
are necessary as researchers may not know about the “steady influence
from a wide range of personal beliefs . . . unless we ask [teachers] directly”
(Estrem & Reid, 2012, p. 460). Furthermore, this same combination has
been successfully used to investigate broader questions about influences
on writing instructors (Reid et al., 2012) and general beliefs about responding to student writing (Ferris, 2014; Lee, 2008).
Anonymous Surveys. The survey data were collected using the online platform Qualtrics, with 15 out of a possible 38 respondents completing the survey in its entirety. All results were anonymized. The survey
consisted of 10 questions containing a mixture of qualitative and quantitative questions, with an 11th question asking individuals to provide
any further relevant comments (see Appendix A). The questions were a
mixture of open-ended essay questions and Likert-type scale items. The
overall goal of the survey stage of data collection was to assist in answering
the first two research questions: (a) What are the categories of informal
training? and (b) Which informal training methods do respondents report as having the largest impact on their response beliefs? Several anticipated instances of informal training were provided in the survey, but
the option to write unique instances of an individual’s informal training
was also allowed and encouraged. Uncovering the multiple influences on
individuals’ beliefs was integral in building a list of common instances of
informal training for the second stage of the data collection.
Interviews. Part two of the data collection consisted of interviews
between the participants and the researcher. All individuals who expressed interest in being interviewed for the study were selected for a
total of 10 interviews. During the course of the typically 30–45 minute
interviews, individuals were asked a series of six questions concerning
their beliefs about feedback and possible influences on those beliefs (see
1. Survey and interview methods received IRB approval from the university before the study was
conducted.
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Appendix B). Depending on how they responded to certain questions,
specific follow-up questions were asked. The interviews were conducted
within the same semester as the survey, and the goal of the interviews,
along with the survey responses, was to help uncover answers to the last
research question: How does informal training impact response beliefs?
During the interviews, all conversations were recorded to ensure accuracy, allow for transcription, and complement the researcher’s notes.
All of the participants’ identities were protected by assigning participant
numbers to help ensure that individuals felt comfortable in revealing any
possible sensitive information and to attempt to avoid the common problem in teacher research where individuals feel pressured to appear to follow departmental standards (Reid et al., 2012, p. 33). These attempts at
making individuals comfortable were further aided by the researcher not
having any official connection to the writing program or any administrative role.
Data Analysis: Surveys
In analyzing the survey data, any instances of informal training mentioned by participants were carefully recorded. Common instances of informal training that were identified in several individuals’ answers were
then taken note of for further examination. In affording a simpler means
of comparing the data, the quantitative data2 provided by questions 8 and
9 on the survey asked individuals to specify the degree to which specific instances of informal training had impacted their response beliefs.
Respondents the=n ranked the instances of training in order from greatest
to least impact. This information was then used to identify the instances
of informal training that these individuals reported as having the largest
effect on them. Finally, the specific categories of informal training written into the surveys by participants and mentioned in the qualitative data
were noted for later use in examining the interview transcripts.
Data Analysis: Interviews
In analyzing both the interview transcripts and the surveys, the
researcher identified common themes about the influences of informal training. Themes separately identified in the surveys were then
2. Too few responses were received to be able to run tests for statistical significance.
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cross-referenced with the themes identified in the interviews and vice
versa. By analyzing the results in this manner, when additional themes
were uncovered in a single participant’s response in either a survey or an
interview, it allowed those additional themes to be used as a lens with
which to analyze the other individuals’ interviews and surveys.
Results
Categories of Informal Training
As shown in Table 1, the sources of informal training that participants
identified as affecting their response beliefs are varied. Although three of
the respondents elected to write in additional instances of informal training, these respondents still confirmed that the other survey options identified from the scholarship had an effect on their beliefs.
Table 1
Informal Training Methods Identified by Survey
Informal training methods ranked by all respondents
• Previous teachers responding to writing
• Self-reflection
• Family values
• Peer reviews
• Writing groups
• Personal values
• Conversations with peers

Informal training methods optionally written in by single respondents
• Switching from paper to online grading
• Conversations between student and teacher
• Feedback from students on how effective teacher feedback was

Informal Training Methods With the Largest Effect on
Response Beliefs
In order to investigate the second research question, the survey used
a Likert-type scale as well as an additional section in which individuals
had to rank separately both the informal and formal methods of training they identified. In using these methods, the researcher was able to see
the degree to which these methods were affecting response beliefs and
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compare them with one another directly. Tables 2 and 3 show the mean
Likert-type scores for instances of formal and informal training as well as
the mean position that participants ranked them in.
Table 2
Mean Likert-Type Scores and Rankings for Formal Training
Mean reported influence
Categories of formal training
of training sourcei
Pedagogy classes
4.0
Scholarly articles
4.0
Teaching workshops
3.0
i
ii

Mean ranked position of training
sourceii
1.5
2.0
2.5

From 5 (a great deal) to 1 (not at all).
From 1 (most effect) to 3 (least effect).

Table 3
Mean Likert-Type Scores and Rankings for Informal Training
Categories of informal
training
Previous teachers responding
to writing
Self-reflection
Conversations with peers
Personal values
Peer reviews
Writing groups
Family values
i
ii

Mean reported
influence of training
sourcei

Mean ranked
position of training
sourceii

4.33

2.33

3.73
3.73
3.46
3.46
2.46
2.13

2.80
3.20
4.40
4.53
5.73
6.46

From 5 (a great deal) to 1 (not at all).
From 1 (most effect) to 7 (least effect).

The categories of informal training that respondents volunteered
(see Table 1) were not included in Table 3, as not every respondent rated
them on the Likert-type scale portion of the survey. However, all of the
options written in by respondents were rated by the individuals who wrote
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them in at either a 4 or a 5 on the Likert-type scale, and additionally, these
items then ranked in their top four positions of influences that had the
greatest impact on them.
Influence of Informal Training on Response Beliefs
While not all respondents felt informal training affected them in exactly the same way or to the same degree, all individuals stated that informal training had affected and continued to affect their beliefs about
response to some degree. Through combining the data received from both
the surveys and the interviews, the following subsections illustrate identified themes concerning how informal training was affecting these participants’ beliefs about response and why.
The relationship between formal and informal training is complex.
Unsurprisingly, both the interview and the survey data found that a clear
separation between formal and informal training was challenging for participants to make and for the researcher to uncover. While this was not
always the case—many participants felt confident in identifying precisely
where certain beliefs about response came from—many beliefs discussed
seemed to be heavily influenced by a combination of both elements. At
times, participants were aware of this multiplicity of influences: “I think
at this point it’s kind of a combination of all of them. I can’t necessarily
pinpoint it.” Although this finding was not surprising, it did complicate
matters in trying to identify how specific instances of informal training
were affecting these individuals’ beliefs, particularly because some felt
as though the influences of their training were just “really ingrained in
[them] now,” even though they “forgot some of the things that [they had]
. . . learned.”
While it was qualitatively challenging to find out exactly how informal training was affecting response beliefs, the quantitative results of the
survey made it easier to compare how these individuals perceived formal and informal training as weighing on their beliefs about response. As
can be seen in Table 2 and Table 3, the individuals did score their formal
training (specifically scholarly articles and their pedagogy classes) as very
influential on their beliefs about response. Although only one instance
of informal training scored higher than any of the instances of formal
training (previous teachers responding to writing), the results reported in
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Table 3 show how highly these individuals value the variety of informal
training methods in terms of their beliefs on response. Turning to the data
collected from the interviews, there is a slight shift in how participants
claimed to be affected by these two kinds of training when compared to
the surveys. Fewer individuals in the interviews explicitly credited their
informal training when asked to directly compare the two types of training. In the interviews, five individuals primarily credited their formal
training, three claimed that informal training had a larger impact on their
response beliefs than any training received in a formal setting, and two
individuals felt like both methods had affected their beliefs on response
equally. While several of the individuals interviewed found their formal
training had a greater influence than informal training, there is also the
possibility that, as Connors and Lunsford (1993) found in their study of
feedback, the teachers simply knew of the public tropes and values of the
field. So while distinctions between informal and formal training may not
be clear-cut, these two types of training were clearly working together in
helping to shape these individuals’ beliefs.
Informal training can help to reinforce or weaken individuals’ formal training in response. Reid et al.’s (2012) study into writing TAs found
that new teachers would often use writing theory selectively to confirm
previously held beliefs. Similarly, in this study, when an individual’s previously held belief matched up with his or her formal training, it resulted
in a seemingly stronger belief about response for them. As seen in one individual’s response concerning the importance of timeliness of feedback
and comments used to justify grades: “Those are definitely all things I
agree with and I would do even if they hadn’t said all of that, but I definitely try to keep it in mind even more since it seems kinda departmentally
encouraged.” For this individual and others, the matching up of informal and formal training served to give informal beliefs more authority.
Some individuals even seemed aware of how these two types of training
were working together to strengthen their beliefs: “I would say for the
most part informal training has just, like, solidified, like, the formal training. . . . I think for the most part it meshes.”
However, when informal training and formal training did not match
up for individuals, their formal training typically seemed to be weakened
if not rejected:
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I believe it’s important you don’t want to overwhelm students with
commands, but at the same time I really don’t believe in [Haswell’s]
minimal marking because the way I learned how to write is when my
teacher’s comments give me somehow [sic] detailed comments, especially things like correcting the grammatical mistakes.
Here this teacher with some prior experience in teaching writing
explained why she disagreed with one instance of formal training she had
received in a pedagogy class at this university. For her, her experiences as a
student in both high school and college and casual conversations with her
peers had a larger effect on how she viewed response. Other individuals
echoed similar conflicts between their formal and informal training and
how it affected their beliefs. For one individual, her unwillingness to teach
grammar in her classroom stemmed from her life experiences with writing that had shifted her view of grammar instruction into a rather negative light. This was problematic for her when a teaching advisor reviewed
the feedback she was giving her students, and he recommended she focus
her comments on grammatical issues more frequently. This formal training in response provided to her by her teaching advisor seemed to conflict
with her feelings on grammar that had been affected by her experiences in
learning English as a second language; her views on grammar instruction
seemed to remain more or less the same as they were before her advisor
attempted to instruct her:
[Grammar is] just a lower concern for me. It’s always a lower concern
that comes up on the rubric, when I make the rubrics with my students. It’s usually a place when my students say they’re horrible writers, that’s what they point to, so I think there is also a degree to which,
it’s just de-prioritized in, like, [how I teach my] class.
For many of these individuals, the informal training that they had
received throughout their life seemed to play a major role in how readily
they accepted formal training in response. Although some individuals did
seem aware of the connection between these two types of training, many
did not seem to immediately notice the effects of their informal training
on their formal training.
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Although many heavily credit formal training in helping develop
their beliefs, when asked to discuss beliefs more specifically, instructors
often cite more detailed examples of informal training. When participants were asked, “How do you believe your beliefs about response were
formed?,” five of the 10 gave examples of informal training first, two of the
10 gave a combination of the two methods, and only three credited formal
training methods first. Interestingly enough, when one of those three individuals was asked a follow-up question about the scholarly articles she
claimed had influenced her beliefs greatly, she was only able to respond
with vague statements: “I feel like probably some Nancy Sommers, I’m not
going to be able to give you specific articles. Donald Murray, probably.”
Another individual interviewed, who felt as though both types of training had an equal effect on her, responded in similarly vague statements
when asked more specifically about her formal training:
I won’t underestimate the, you know, the advantages of [pedagogy
classes] and even other workshops in the university. . . . I forgot what
it was about, it was, like, learning and teaching and building [and]
designing courses and rubrics. So, I would say they come first.
This is similar to what Estrem and Reid (2012) found in questioning
TAs more specifically on formal influences: “We have noticed that many
respondents began by naming teaching experiences, or a personal experience, and then added phrases like ‘the readings too, but I can’t say which
one’” (p. 461).
The lack of specificity present in the answers concerning their formal training contrasts sharply with the answers from the individuals
who credited informal training first or who then mentioned specific instances of informal training later on. These individuals were typically able
to identify a particular teacher, individual, or work experience that had
helped them develop their beliefs about responding to student writing. As
an example, the statement below was from an individual who originally
claimed that his beliefs were mostly shaped by formal training like scholarly articles; he was then specifically asked where his “core belief ” about
response—“the best feedback you can give is when you are explaining
how something is going to affect the reader”—came from:
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There is one main teacher that I had. So, [in this] professional and
technical writing [class] that I took during my undergrad . . . basically the way that the instructor of the class approached teaching us
[was that] writing was entirely, like, purpose, audience, like context-
centric, you know, rhetoric-centric, and that just made so much sense
to me, and I felt like I learned so much in that class. I guess I’ve just
adopted his way of teaching writing as my own in a large sense.
Although not all the examples of formal and informal training found
in this study followed the patterns above—a few individuals did mention specific articles and theories—the majority of the participants listed
instances of informal training when asked about particular beliefs or
classroom practices first. Additionally, most participants were able to go
into much greater detail about their experiences with informal training
and how it shaped their beliefs.
Individuals with less experience in response rely more heavily on
their “practical” informal training. One of the more interesting findings
from this study was in how informal training seemed to be much more
noticeably affecting the TAs with less experience in response. Although
all of those surveyed and interviewed were within their first two years
of writing instruction at this particular university, several participants’
backgrounds included experiences like working at a writing center, teaching writing in other settings, and working as a tutor. The individuals who
mentioned previous experiences giving response were likely to value formal training more, as they had less of an issue contextualizing the speci
fic pedagogical training. However, those with less prior experience often
cited informal training in the interviews as being more helpful, as they
perceived it as being less abstract than the formal training:
I feel like there is a lot of common sense to [informal training] . . .
when you start to formalize things, it starts to feel a little bit divorced
from the actual person who wrote the thing. Which I understand
that’s what theory is, in general, taking specific examples and zooming
out to make them widely applicable, but I guess what do you do, with,
you know, some of those specific instances?
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This particular teacher admitted to great difficulties in applying response theory learned from his pedagogy classes to specific problems in
students’ writing. His complaints about the abstractness of formal training
were echoed by several of his colleagues: “I just feel like [formal training] usually doesn’t feel very practical;” “very often practical experience
is very different than theory.” This degree of abstraction then seems to
cause those teachers who are unable to rely on past experiences in contextualizing theory to turn toward their informal training in search of more
concrete answers: “[Informal training methods are] helping me to figure
out how much I should be commenting on student papers quantitatively
and what I should be focusing on qualitatively.”
The findings here are consistent once again with previous examinations into TA preparation, which suggest that novice teachers can overly
focus on practical methods at the expense of theory (Taggart & Lowry,
2011). However, this lack of theory present in the participants’ beliefs
about response seem to stem not out of a lack of interest but out of a perceived inability to apply said theory. This is a significant difference from
previous response scholarship in that, for these less experienced TAs, it
may be the presentation of the theory in their training that is causing the
issues, not necessarily the theory by itself. As seen in the following excerpt from one of the interviews, participants believed that theory and
formal training were very useful:
I guess [informal] influences are, I don’t want to say that they’re more
influential on how I respond to writing, but they give it much more,
like they make it much more specific I guess, you know? So it’s one
thing to read a scholarly article in which somebody was talking about
responding to student writing, it’s so much more applicable when you
actually talk with a student face to face, and they say, “I really don’t
understand what you mean here in this comment.” So, the informal
influences are extremely important, but I wouldn’t say that [they’re]
necessarily more so than the formal training. They just give it some
kind of specific application.
Perhaps the best example in the data from this study of how teachers with more experience contextualize formal training more easily than
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those with less experience is seen in this instructor’s explanation of how
the formal training she received at a previous university during an MA
program was not helpful to her at first in her classroom:
I got almost nothing out of that pedagogy class my first year of teaching. It didn’t make sense to me. I was just sort of learning it and putting it into my memory bank and going, “I don’t know how any of
this applies that much to what I’m doing.” So, the second time I took
the pedagogy class here, it was like, oh my gosh, all of this stuff makes
sense now that I’ve been teaching for 3 years. Like, I get it because I
can think about how it applies to my students and what I do in the
classroom.
Overall, the results of the interviews and survey seem to indicate that
individuals with less experience responding to student writing are looking
for further assistance into how to balance theoretical and practical advice
and lessons in developing competence in response.
Emotional meaning attached to informal training helps motivate instructors to respond to writing. Despite the fact that personal values were
ranked lower in the survey (see Table 3), many interviewed individuals
included statements about how their values affect their response beliefs:
“Personal values-wise, I feel like I do students a disservice by being cagey
with my meanings, so my conviction that teaching should be clear comes
through in my beliefs about response.” In analyzing the data collected in
this study, one of the most common themes between individuals’ informal training and their response beliefs was in how their emotional experiences as a student affected their beliefs about response. While these
emotional experiences came from a variety of informal training methods, the most common emotional response that individuals reported
was in reference to how they recalled their previous teachers reacting to
their writing: “When I think about my own experiences as a student, I
can’t imagine being where I am [today] if I hadn’t gotten responses [as a]
student.” Many individuals interviewed for this study mentioned both
uplifting and deflating instances of teachers’ responses, such as one individual who mentioned considering students’ feelings as being a core principle in her feedback beliefs:
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It was always receiving that graded paper back from the instructor. It
was always really fulfilling when those comments indicated that I was
progressing in some way or doing something right. And it was always
really deflating when, you know, it was largely negative or there wasn’t
much said at all. So, I guess I just am thinking back to my own experiences when I grade.
This individual’s experience as a student with response seemed to
affect her greatly, and in examining the results of Table 3, it is clear that
the experiences that teachers had as students themselves with response
were among the most influential instances of informal training for the
individuals in this study. What is perhaps more interesting, however, is
how this self-reflection on past experiences as a student then helped to
motivate individuals in responding to their own students, as can be seen
in the following statement by another interviewed teacher:
[Informal training] helps motivate me to actually give good feedback.
Because you know you’re grading papers, you’re almost done, you just
want to get through it, but when you remember how it felt to just get
a grade on a paper you’re like, “no I’m not going to do an injustice
to this student by doing that to them.” . . . [Informal training] sort of
motivates me to do that. I know it’s important to the department and
my students that I give good feedback, but at least at some level, [it is]
probably when I think back to feedback on my own writing and how
much it helped me grow that I really spend the extra time grading.
An interesting combination of both positive and negative experiences
resulting from informal training seemed to push individuals to continue
to believe in and acknowledge the importance of response. Individuals’
experiences with informal training in a variety of contexts affected their
motivation to respond out of a combination of both care and fear for their
students: “It’s made me anxious to be constructive in my commenting and
be careful not to overwhelm students with too much disapproval and nitpicking.” The motivational factor of these instances of informal training
seems especially significant in that, during the course of the surveys and
the interviews especially, many individuals commented on how they often
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had to fight off demoralizing or overwhelming feelings brought on by administrative oversight and time or workload constraints that negatively
affected their ability to respond to students’ writing.
This study found that, in shaping their beliefs about response for their
writing classrooms, a significant number of the surveyed and interviewed
individuals were both knowingly and unknowingly searching for the most
immediate and applicable experiences with response. This process was often messy for many of them as they participated in interteaching in their
classrooms, as was clearly demonstrated by one individual: “I think [my
beliefs are] still, like, kind of a work in progress because I keep seeing what
works, what doesn’t work, and I keep changing.” Despite the complicated
nature of the individuals’ beliefs, the conversations with these individuals
did seem to strongly indicate both their willingness to respond to their
students’ writing and their understanding of how important this process
is for their students.
Discussion and Implications for Teacher Preparation
As “communities of practice cannot be considered in isolation . . . or
understood independently” (Wenger, 1998, p. 103) and as communities
“must learn to participate in broader learning systems in which they are
only one of many players” (Wenger, 2000, p. 244), the local training of new
teachers in response cannot afford to ignore conversations about informal
training with individuals. The results of this study showed novice teachers’ struggles to reconcile conflicts between their teacher training (formal
training) and their personal beliefs (informal training) that resulted in
a clear amount of stress and confusion. The concrete nature of informal
training, compared to the abstract feel of formal training reported by
these participants, helped these individuals more easily apply informal
training to their classrooms to suit their immediate, highly contextual
needs, even where it may not have been appropriate. This study demonstrates a need for pragmatic and immediately applicable knowledge
that will help serve individuals in finding ways to manage what Wenger
(2000) refers to as the productive tensions between experience and competence necessary for learning (p. 233), but this study also shows that
novice teachers need help in finding this productive equilibrium. While
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scholarship or training that frames feedback in more theoretical or abstract ways is useful after individuals have sufficient competence that they
can rely on, for newcomers, this formal training needs to be combined
with more immediately accessible steps and discussions on response that
help them productively contextualize the process with their specific classrooms, students, and communities of practice. However, as Polin (2010)
noted in her examination of graduate student education, for graduate students to be “welcomed [into] the larger professional culture, [they] must
be willing to problematise or question their own practical beliefs” (p. 166).
A compromise between the theoretical and the practical must be made in
initially introducing these unfamiliar concepts of response.
What could aid novice teachers and this process of compromise is
a more thorough and structured system of brokers (such as advisors or
teaching mentors) working to help reconcile the informal with the formal
training in individuals. More specifically, due to the variety of teachers’
community backgrounds, brokers that function as roamers are important. As Wenger (2000) describes them, roamers are brokers that have
the flexibility to create connections in a variety of communities in an
attempt to move knowledge forward. Although the complexity of brokering would be challenging, as “it involves processes of translation, coordination, and alignment between perspectives,” it would allow a level
of dynamism by “open[ing] new possibilities for meaning” amongst
these individuals’ communities that formal training by itself does not
allow (Wenger, 1998, p. 109). At times in this discussion, participants
seemed to position their informal training as being a hindrance or an
outright problem in developing formal pedagogical response knowledge.
However, as demonstrated by some individuals in this study, when informal and formal training match up, beliefs are further solidified in
a positive way. By using brokers to bring these discussions to light, writing programs and instructors of new teachers can find valuable ways to
further strengthen individuals’ productive beliefs about response by helping them make these connections between these two types of training.
Brokers could work with new teachers in finding complementary community practices and processes that could speed up their development of
response skills. This would enable the teachers to contribute in new and
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interesting ways to their classrooms by helping validate these practices,
working together with their brokers to build bridges between the communities of new teachers. The danger here, however, is that unsuccessful
attempts at brokering could serve to further disconnect formal and informal training: situations like the previously recounted interview in which
one teacher’s advisor gave the teacher advice on grammar instruction that
she then found impossible to connect with her informal training can result in new teachers distrusting their advisors’ pedagogy advice. Broker
and teacher relationships would have to be carefully and mutually constructed by building on solid foundations of amicable trust and comfort
in order for brokering to be successful; data collected from the interviews
further shed light on why this is.
While personal/family values were ranked lower in the surveys, interviewees seemed to rely strongly on these values as a way to motivate
themselves to continue to do their job in responding to student writing.
This difference could be accounted for by the nature of the interviews,
which allowed for further inquiry into individuals’ informal training than
the surveys, but what is most interesting here is how informal training
provided these teachers with examples of the power of response. In giving examples of these values, participants often described affective aspects
of their communities similar to the concept of mutuality, or how the level
of community trust and comfort is developed through solving shared
problems (Wenger, 2000). Interviewees mentioned many of their previous
experiences as students in classroom communities in which both higher
and lower levels of mutuality were established. In the interviews, participants discussed how they wanted to implement boundary objects, such as
artifacts, discourses, and processes (Wenger, 2000) into their response beliefs. These boundary objects came from classroom experiences in which
higher degrees of mutuality, trust, and comfort seemed to have been established between the students and the teacher.
Conversely, classroom experiences in which the participants appeared to describe a low level of mutuality seemed to provoke strongly
held beliefs against doing similar practices in their own classrooms.
Using written and verbal discussion to explore past student experiences
in classroom communities with varying levels of mutuality could be of
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assistance to brokers in forging “complementary connections” (Wenger,
1998, p. 110) that help to align formal and informal training. Following
in the footsteps of similar studies (Parker, 2010), perhaps an effective way
for brokers to develop mutuality with novice teachers would be through
teaching response with a genre that requires a personal, community-based
reply, like the literacy narrative.
As for what a training program that strongly considers informal training could look like, the answer is challenging. Developing a sophisticated
program of brokers who work to develop high levels of mutuality with
novice teachers in helping them make connections between their various communities of practice would be no small task. What is clear, however, is that “social learning requires interaction across rather than within
levels of a hierarchy, [and it] needs active and purposeful facilitation”
(Blackmore, 2010, p. 210). Bridging boundaries and compromising between theoretical and practical response methods needs purposeful and
careful program-wide interventions, such as the graduate student education model demonstrated by Polin (2010). The alternative would be to
ignore discussions of individuals’ valuable community experiences while
training writing teachers about response, which would, as this study suggests, continue to result in teachers entering the writing classroom without having a solid, concrete, and competent understanding of how to
respond to student writing.
Conclusion
Overall, while the precise effects of informal training on individuals’
beliefs are challenging to uncover, this research has shown that studied
individuals were clearly affected to some degree by influences outside
of their formal training. In attempting to educate others on the act of
response in the writing classroom, the numerous influences and effects of
teachers’ communities of practice cannot be dismissed and must be part
of the discussion. Beginning writing teachers search for answers to highly
contextual situations in their classrooms when it comes to response; if
these instructors’ complex and varied belief systems concerning response
are not acknowledged as a part of their training, then educators are shutting down an important component of the conversation.
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In the course of this study into beliefs about response and how informal
training has affected these beliefs, there were a few particular limitations
that warrant mentioning for those who wish to extrapolate the findings
of this study into broader contexts. First and foremost, the entirety of this
research took place at a single site. Although the participants had varying backgrounds in response preparation before coming to this university,
all of those who participated in this study went through the same formal
training process while at the university. The commonalities in their formal
training in response lessened the variability the researcher had to account
for in the formal training. Furthermore, the research methods used to uncover the effects of informal training relied on participants’ self-reported
experiences, and the data were then coded by a single researcher. While
these methods may have been a limitation in that participants may not
have recalled or accurately assessed all influences on their response, it was
also the best and clearest way to uncover the effects of these experiences
on participants’ beliefs. Finally, this study only examined individuals’ beliefs on response at a specific point in their teaching career. All surveys
and interviews were conducted during the same semester; thereby, all the
collected data are only reflective of what participants believed during that
specific time.
Further studies into the effects of informal training on instructors’ beliefs could delve deeper into how these factors influence beliefs and the
act of response. Perhaps more longitudinal studies such as Min’s (2013)
could be conducted in which, throughout a semester or a school year,
participants record in a journal their thoughts on response and beliefs as
well as how they see their formal and informal training affecting those
beliefs. Obviously, one way to further expand this study is to replicate it at
a broader number of research sites with larger pools of participants. While
it is certainly impossible to uncover all of the specific influences on individuals’ beliefs about response, it would be useful to continue to search
for common influences and themes across a variety of sites and contexts
that productively add to the dialogue on social learning, specifically as it
pertains to response, by allowing for complexity and dissent (Ison, 2010).
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Appendix A
Anonymous Survey Questions
1. In your opinion, what do you believe is the main purpose of providing
feedback on students’ writing?
2. Describe your philosophy or beliefs about responding to student
writing.
3. How often do you respond to your students’ writing and at what point(s)
in the writing process?
4. What do you believe your style of responding to students’ writing
achieves for your students?
5. What issues with the writing are your comments typically focused on?
6. How much would you say that formal training such as pedagogy classes,
scholarly articles, and teaching workshops that have covered responding to student writing have impacted your beliefs about responding to student writing? Please rate the options on a scale
from 1–5 (1 being not at all to 5 being a great deal) of how greatly
they affected your beliefs about response.
7. Rank the categories of formal training from question 6 in order of how
much they have affected your beliefs about response (1 being the
category that has had the greatest effect and 3 being the least).
8. Informal experiences are experiences with writing and writing response
outside of the three experiences listed in question 6 and 7. Please
rate the following informal experiences in terms of how much
they have affected your beliefs about how to respond and give
feedback to your students’ writing on a scale from 1–5. You are
encouraged to write in other experiences you feel have affected
your response beliefs as well.
Conversations with peers
Writing groups
Previous teachers responding to your writing
Peer reviews
Self-reflection
Family values
Personal values
Other__________
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9. Rank the categories of informal training (including the ones you may
have written in the “other” category) in order of how much they
have affected your beliefs about response with number 1 being the
category that has had the greatest effect
10. How have those informal experiences from question 8 affected your
beliefs about responding to student writing?
11. Do you have anything to add about your beliefs about responding to
student writing?
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol
1. What are your beliefs about responding to student writing?
2. What would you say is believed to be “good” feedback practices by the
department or scholarly community? Do you agree? (Follow-up
on disagreement: Why?)
3. How do you think your beliefs about responding to student writing were
formed?
4. Outside of formal training such as pedagogy classes, teaching workshops/training, or reading scholarly texts on writing, what
experiences with responding to writing have you had—either responding to others or others responding to your writing?
5. Compared to the formal training you have received, such as pedagogy
classes, teaching workshops, and the reading of scholarly articles,
do you believe informal training has affected your beliefs about
responding to student writing?
6A. (If yes to question 5]) In what ways have these instances of informal
training affected your beliefs about response practices?
6B. (If yes to question 5 after 6A) Can you give some specific examples?
6C. (If no to question 5]) Why not? Did these instances of informal
training not have much of an impact on you? Did they have an
impact but not in a way that affected your beliefs? Do you not
have much experience with those informal experiences?
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Error correction for English language learners’ (ELL) writing has long been debated in the field of teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL). Some
researchers say that marking all errors in students’ papers with written corrective
feedback (WCF) is not manageable, while others think it is manageable. This study
examines the manageability of the innovative dynamic written corrective feedback
(DWCF) strategy, which has a more comprehensive approach to error feedback,
and asks what factors influence the manageability of the strategy (including how
long marking sessions take on average) and what suggestions experienced teachers
who use DWCF have. The strategy has shown to be highly effective in previous
studies, but its manageability has been questionable. A qualitative analysis of the
manageability of DWCF was conducted via interviews of experienced teachers that
have used DWCF and the authors’ experiences and reflections using the strategy.
The results indicate that this strategy can be manageable with some possible adaptions while avoiding common pitfalls.
Keywords: manageability, writing feedback, error correction

Messenger, R., Evans, N., & Hartshorn, K. (2020). Managing dynamic written corrective feedback:
Perspectives of experienced teachers. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(1), 108–138.

Managing Dynamic Written Corrective Feedback • 109

For more than two decades, scholars have inquired into whether or not
giving students written corrective feedback (WCF) improves the accuracy of their writing (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Chandler, 2003; Connors
& Lunsford, 1993; Evans, Hartshorn, McCollum, & Wolfersberger, 2010;
Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Hartshorn, 2008; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Kepner,
1991; Semke, 1984; Truscott, 1996; Van Beuningen, DeJong, & Kuiken,
2008; Zamel, 1985). In the TESOL field, this is an especially important
question since many English language learners (ELL)1 have difficulty
writing accurately and greatly need effective teacher feedback (Ferris,
2007). Studies have revealed that WCF can be highly effective, but questions still remain about which approaches and forms of error correction
are best (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Ferris, 2009; Ferris, 2011).
One specific point of debate has been whether it is beneficial to take
a comprehensive approach to feedback and give focused feedback on
each error instead of general patterns. Authors like Sommers (2013) and
Truscott (1996) warned against marking every error—in other words,
comprehensive grammar correction—since it can lead to teacher burnout, and they doubt its efficacy for improving writing accuracy. However,
Van Beuningen (2010) made the argument that “the learning potential of
comprehensive WCF deserves more attention” as she believes comprehensive WCF is more authentic in many classroom contexts (p. 19).
Hartshorn et al. (2010) challenged negative views about using more
comprehensive grammar correction on adult ELLs’ writing with their
research that utilized an innovative instructional strategy. This strategy is referred to as dynamic written corrective feedback (DWCF) and
is based on the belief that feedback should be manageable, meaningful,
timely, and constant (Evans et al., 2010; Hartshorn, 2008). The research
by Hartshorn et al. (2010) on DWCF provided evidence that their appr
oach to feedback significantly improved learners’ linguistic accuracy.
Subsequent studies on this strategy have also supported the efficacy
of DWCF as they have all resulted in significant improvement of ELL
written linguistic accuracy and an increase in students’ ability to self-edit
(Evans, Hartshorn, & Strong-Krause, 2011; Hartshorn & Evans, 2012;
Hartshorn & Evans, 2015; Kurzer, 2018; Kurzer & Eckstein, 2014).
1. While the term ELL is commonly used for K–12 learners, in this context it is used more broadly to
include adult learners.
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Due to the positive results of DWCF research, a linguistic accuracy
class centered on this strategy was implemented at an intensive English
program (IEP). However, manageability, which is central to the effectiveness of this instructional strategy, became an issue for some of the less-
experienced teachers (Eddington, 2014; Shelley, 2014). Various studies
have attempted to alleviate this issue by lowering the number of new
drafts to be corrected per week or by giving teachers a handbook with
explicit directions and practice for teaching DWCF, both of which have
helped some teachers achieve greater manageability (Eddington, 2014;
Kurzer, 2018; Kurzer & Eckstein, 2014; Shelley, 2014). However, the problem of manageability still persists for many of the teachers at the IEP in
this study.
It is unknown whether the source of this problem lies with the original methodology, the characteristics of the teachers, or the varied appr
oaches applied to the original framework. The purpose of this study was
to ask teachers who use DWCF about their perceptions of its manageability. Through a personal reflection log of the researcher-practitioner
(Messenger), who taught a class using DCWF for this study, and interviews with teachers who also taught classes using DWCF, the manageability of DWCF was analyzed. This analysis identified common pitfalls
that may threaten DWCF’s manageability. Therefore, this study sought to
explore the concept of manageability as it pertains to teacher perceptions
of DWCF and to identify successful strategies for practitioners utilizing
DWCF in their writing classrooms.
Literature Review
The History and Efficacy of DWCF
In efforts to help ELLs improve their writing accuracy, researchers
have investigated different approaches of WCF. Topics such as direct
versus indirect feedback, focused versus unfocused feedback, treatable
versus untreatable error feedback, and explicit versus unlabeled feedback
have been experimented with in past years (Ferris, 2011). A significant
issue with WCF has been finding a good balance between making the process meaningful and manageable for both students and teachers. Finding
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solutions to questions such as how long the writing samples should be,
how many errors should be addressed, and how quickly students should
receive feedback remains a struggle for many teachers (Evans et al., 2010;
Hartshorn, 2008). In response to these concerns, researchers have investigated the effect of DWCF over the past decade and found that err
or correction is effective when it is manageable, meaningful, timely, and
constant (Eddington, 2014; Evans et al., 2011; Hartshorn & Evans, 2012;
Hartshorn & Evans, 2015; Kurzer, 2018; Kurzer & Eckstein, 2014).
The DWCF strategy has demonstrated that it is effective in numerous
ELL contexts; studies have shown that students who experience DWCF
continue to have significant improvement in their written linguistic acc
uracy when compared to control groups. For example, DWCF was used
in treatment groups for two different studies with IEP writing classes that
were compared to traditional writing class control groups (Hartshorn,
2008; Hartshorn & Evans, 2012). In both studies, the linguistic accuracy of the treatment groups significantly improved. Hartshorn and Evans
(2015) conducted a similar study over a 30-week period and arrived at
similar results: Linguistic accuracy significantly improved for the treatment group.
In a university-matriculated ESL class, another study used DWCF
with a treatment group in comparison with a control group (Evans et al.,
2011). Again, the treatment group resulted in significant improvement in
students’ linguistic accuracy. Kurzer (2018) researched the role of DWCF
in developmental ESL writing classes among three different levels of
students over three terms at a large western university. This study also
used a control group and was quasi-experimental. The results revealed
statistically significant improvements in the ability of students to self-edit
in a timed-writing setting across all levels for the groups that received
supplementary DWCF treatment.
How It Works
The process of DWCF can be broken into six steps. First, the students
write a paragraph for 10 minutes at the beginning of almost every class
session or at least three or four times a week (if the class does not meet
that often during the week, paragraphs may be completed and submitted
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online). Next, the teacher collects those samples and marks them, outside of class, for lexical and syntactic accuracy, using established error-
correction symbols (see Appendix A). This feedback is indirect and
relatively focused with 20 codes that include both treatable and untreatable errors. These codes are designed for linguistic errors only and do
not cover all error types, but they do help teachers have a systematical
approach to marking.
In the next class period, the teacher hands back the marked paragraphs to students so that they can complete step 3: Students keep a tally
of errors by type, keep a list of all errors in context, and then edit, type,
and resubmit the paragraph to the teacher for a second review. Students
should not add any extra ideas to their original work. The fourth step consists of the instructor marking the second draft by highlighting, circling,
or underlining to bring attention to the remaining errors. Codes may still
be used if the error remains problematic or if a new error is present. The
final steps are for the teacher to return the draft to the student and repeat steps 3 and 4 until the student has submitted an error-free paragraph.
Usually, the students will have a deadline of 1 week for each new paragraph to be completed, free of errors. In most of the studies on the instructional methodology of DWCF, this strategy was used daily in classes that
met three or four times per week, which would amount to three or four
new paragraphs per week (Evans et al., 2010).
The Four Principles
Timely. According to Evans et al. (2010), feedback is timely when the
time that lapses between when the students write and when the teacher
provides them with their feedback is minimal. Ideally, the writing samples with feedback would be returned the next class period. Students are
also expected to use and record the feedback in a timely manner according to the process listed above.
Constant. The process is considered constant when students write
a new sample (in this case, one paragraph) and receive feedback from
teachers on their previous paragraphs regularly and at the beginning
of each class session. In the original DWCF framework, teachers would
assign a new paragraph each class period, which totaled three or four
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paragraphs per week. In courses that meet fewer than three times a week,
additional paragraphs may be assigned via internet submissions in order
to keep the process constant.
Meaningful. Meaningful feedback means that students understand
the feedback and then use it to self-edit and improve their writing. To
achieve this, students keep a log of their personal error types and work
with their own writing for assignments and quizzes. Every error is marked
and coded on the first draft, which gives the student a more comprehensive view of their own error types.
Manageable. The manageability of the feedback comes from using
shorter pieces of writing, produced in 10 minutes, as opposed to longer essays, which should allow teachers to “have enough time to attend
to the quality of what they convey to their students” (Evans et al., 2010,
p. 453). Students should also have enough time to process, learn from,
and apply the feedback the teacher provides for the process to be manageable. The primary issue with the definition of manageability provided by
DWCF studies is that it remains subjective and is not operationalized, so
the results vary person to person.
The Problem With Manageability
Writing teachers know that responding to students’ errors can be
time consuming and can even lead to burnout. In her book Responding
to Student Writers, Sommers (2013) warns about bringing every error to
attention and suggests teachers be freed from marking all errors, allowing
them to instead focus on patterns. McQuillan (2012) specifically questioned the manageability of DWCF and criticized the research, stating, “It
is dubious whether teachers would think the considerable effort involved
in carrying out this ‘all-correction, all-the-time’ agenda in their own classrooms [is] worth it.” In addition, further research looking specifically at
the manageability of DWCF has addressed complaints from teachers at
an IEP that implemented DWCF that the strategy was not manageable
(Eddington, 2014; Shelley, 2014).
Shelley (2014) researched DWCF and created a handbook to help
teachers achieve manageability and consistency with the strategy after
witnessing many new teachers struggle. Eddington (2014) researched a
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modified version of DWCF that sought to improve this strategy as she
observed teachers experience “burnout or lack of motivation” due to concerns with practicality and manageability (Eddington, 2014, p. 60).
At the IEP2 where both Shelley and Eddington taught using DWCF,
this issue of manageability “fueled instructors . . . to experiment with
variations of [DWCF] that are less time-intensive” (Eddington, 2014, p.
18) when compared to the original strategy as described by Hartshorn
(2008). Thus, a modified strategy of DWCF was created with specific
changes in the areas of practicality and manageability, which include
recycling prompts, building prompt context and background knowledge, and using more specific coding symbols to mark grammar errors in
writing (Eddington, 2014). While the accuracy of students’ writing after
these modifications showed no significant variation from Hartshorn’s
(2008) accuracy results, it is important to note that the Eddington study
included students who were concurrently taking a traditional writing
class and a grammar-based class emphasizing DWCF while the treatment
groups in the Hartshorn (2008) and Hartshorn et al. (2010) studies included a single class using DWCF without an additional writing class.
A key limitation in the Eddington (2014) and Hartshorn (2008) studies was that a quantitative record of teachers’ time spent on marking drafts
outside of class was not considered. McQuillan (2012) also noted that
there have never been records of the approximate time it takes teachers to
grade drafts for DWCF. This lack of record keeping is concerning as draft
marking time is a significant factor in terms of DWCF manageability for
teachers.
In Kurzer’s (2018) study of the effects of supplemental DWCF, he
stated, “DWCF is an extremely manageable method of providing targeted feedback in a manner that doesn’t require extensive time in or out
of class, because the paragraphs used are short and the coding system is
relatively simple” (p. 27). Kurzer used a somewhat modified version of
the DWCF approach, however, as it was a supplemental (instead of the
primary) focus of instruction, used slightly fewer codes than the original
(16 instead of 20), and employed less frequent intervals of new writing
pieces and feedback. Kurzer stated that teachers adapted the frequency of
2. The same IEP was also the site of this study.
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drafts according to the context of the class they teach and that the regular
intervals could be “daily or weekly,” which did not follow the three or four
paragraphs per week that were managed by the teachers in the original
studies and the studies by Shelley (2014) and Eddington (2014). Also,
Kurzer notes that one of the limitations of his research was that some of
the teachers who volunteered to be in the study were already experienced
and comfortable with integrating the DWCF approach in their classrooms. This is in contrast to the research by Shelley (2014) and Eddington
(2014) in which the observed teachers were new to using DWCF in their
classrooms.
While Shelley (2014) and Eddington (2014) suggested that some
teachers may struggle with the manageability of DWCF, there has been
no research that provides answers to the questions of why or how they
struggle. Therefore, the ultimate goal of this study was to look further into
how the original DWCF strategy could be applied in ELL classes in a more
manageable way. Though there is ample evidence in the studies cited previously that DWCF has successfully improved writing accuracy, the question is whether it can be manageable enough for teachers to use effectively
in their classrooms. Given this objective, the following research questions
were articulated.
Research Questions
1. What factors influence the manageability of teaching a class using
DWCF?
2. How long does it take experienced teachers to grade drafts using
DWCF?
3. What suggestions do teachers who have taught using DWCF have for
enhancing its manageability?
Methodology
In this qualitative study, data were gathered from in-depth interviews with teachers who have taught using DWCF and reinforced by the
researcher-practitioner’s personal reflection log of her experience using
DWCF for her class. The theoretical framework that guided the study
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was largely based on phenomenology, a qualitative research approach
designed to “elucidate the essence of the experience of a phenomenon
for an individual or group” (Patton, 1990, p. 410). In other words, the
researcher-practitioner’s and others’ experiences with the manageability
of DWCF were reviewed with the intent to analyze and summarize them
into one common experience. Using the phenomenological approach resulted in a rich amount of qualitative data to analyze in order to discover
emergent patterns and relationships (Patton, 1990).
Data Collection Methods
Participant Interviews. Five teachers were interviewed. These teachers
were chosen because they were trained with the original DWCF strategy
by Hartshorn (2008). Other teachers at the institution were not included
in this research because they had been trained in modified approaches
referred to in Eddington’s (2014) study, which altered the perceptions of
manageability from the original strategy.
Four of the teachers chosen had over 10 years of experience teaching
with DWCF while one only had about 1 year of experience with it. Their
backgrounds and experiences will be presented more specifically in the
participants section of this study. All five teachers were given consent and
audio release forms and were interviewed separately about their views on
the manageability of DWCF (see Appendix B for the semi-structured interview questions).
Self-study. In order to enrich the interview data and gain additional
insights, the researcher-practitioner triangulated data collection through
her own field notes and through reflectively teaching a linguistic accuracy class using DWCF at the same university IEP that was home to the
Eddington (2014) and Shelley (2014) studies. This particular class had 16
students ranging from approximately intermediate-mid to intermediate
high proficiency according to standards set by ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 2012). As the researcher-
practitioner taught the linguistic accuracy class and used DWCF for a
10-week period, she logged her time spent on marking and reflected on
the manageability of the strategy in great detail.
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Data Analysis
There are five phases in the heuristic process of phenomenological
analysis: immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative
synthesis (Moustakas, 1990). For this study, the researcher-practitioner
not only interviewed others to gather qualitative data but also immersed
herself in teaching using DWCF. By teaching the class, she was able to
have a personal experience with the manageability of the strategy and was
then able to incubate, or have a time of “quiet contemplation” regarding
her insights documented in the reflection log and the research questions
(Patton, 1990, p. 409).
The researcher-practitioner then contemplated both her experience
and the experiences of the five interviewees, which brought her to the illumination stage. In this stage, a deeper meaning and awareness of the
phenomenon of manageability in DWCF was established. In the explication stage of the analysis, the researcher-practitioner was able to “make
new connections . . . [and] explore primary themes” throughout the data
(Patton, 1990, p. 410). To develop those themes, the grounded theory
approach was used. Grounded theory involves data collection, coding,
and analytic memo writing in order to reformulate the notes into “emergent categories” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 72). Coding and memo writing were done by reviewing the interview transcripts and reflection logs
and recording repeated categories and properties that emerged. Tables
with the emergent categories and the frequency of each of those categories
occurring among teacher reflections can be found in the results section
for research questions 1 and 3. The most frequent emergent categories
are presented in the discussion section.
Developing the ideas and principles in great detail in the explication stage led to the final stage of the process: creative synthesis. The
data collected from all participants were brought together and the main
relationships and meaningful patterns were pulled out. These patterns and
relationships are presented in the discussion section.
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Participants
The participating teachers who were interviewed in this study will
be referred to by their pseudonyms: Ebert, Campbell, Smith, Rivera,
and Adams. Each teacher was chosen because of his or her experience
teaching with the original DWCF strategy. Experienced instructors were
chosen for this study in order to avoid the extra variables that novice
teachers may experience in terms of manageability and grading writing.
Background information for each teacher as well as the researcher-
practitioner is listed in the following section. It is important to note that
only the researcher-practitioner and Adams were teaching ESL at the time
of the interviews. The other participants were either retired, teaching different classes, or fulfilling administrative responsibilities.
Ebert. Ebert started teaching ESL in 2004. He was on the “ground
floor” of the DWCF strategy research and started using it in 2008. He
continued using it systematically for the next 7 years until he stopped
teaching ESL classes. Ebert had presented about DWCF in professional
conferences and aided its implementation in two ESL university departments in the United States.
Campbell. Campbell started teaching ESL in 1986. Campbell’s history
with DWCF goes back to DWCF’s “very beginnings.” Before the strategy
was formally called DWCF, Campbell was working with the strategy until it evolved into what was eventually named DWCF in 2008. Campbell
was inspired to develop DWCF because of his frustrations with marking
students’ papers and handing them back while the learning cycle never
seemed to be finished.
Smith. Smith started teaching ESL in 1974 and is now retired. She
used DWCF when teaching undergraduate and graduate ELLs for 6 semesters. Smith also authored some of the literature and was a part of research in the ESL field regarding DWCF.
Rivera. Rivera started teaching ESL in 1985. As an instructor, Rivera had adopted portions of the methodology of DWCF before he even
came in contact with the strategy itself. He had noticed a lot of pitfalls
in traditional error correction and WCF, so he was especially interested in
getting involved in the DWCF research when it was in its initial stages.
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Rivera taught using DWCF a handful of times in 2006 and 2007 and had
extensive knowledge of the strategy due to his experience with and ongoing research on DWCF.
Adams. Adams has been teaching ESL with a master’s degree in
TESOL since 2010. She started teaching grammar at the university level
using a modified version of DWCF in 2015. In the fall semester of 2016,
she started using the unmodified version of DWCF with matriculated
university ELLs.
The researcher-practitioner. The researcher-practitioner has been
teaching ESL since 2008. Before teaching the linguistic accuracy class
using DWCF in this study, she studied the strategy along with error correction and WCF for 2 semesters. She also reviewed Shelley’s (2014) work
to prepare to teach the course. The researcher-practitioner observed the
course being taught by an experienced DWCF instructor for one 16-week
semester immediately preceding the semester she taught it.
Results
The results are organized according to the research questions of the
study. Each section will present the responses from the participants, including the researcher-practitioner’s own reflections. Tables are also presented for each research question as a representation of the qualitative or
quantitative data.
Factors Influencing the Manageability of DWCF
Ebert. Ebert found DWCF to be “super manageable.” A main reason
for this was the time he spent marking drafts doubled as his planning
time; the errors students were making generated the grammar that would
be taught in the next class session. Due to the dynamic nature of the strategy, the data gathered while marking student drafts became the materials
used in class, such as quizzes and tests.
Something Ebert adjusted from the original strategy was that he kept
the number of drafts he marked to two instead of having students continue until the draft was entirely error free. His reasoning for this was that
he did not want to take extra drafts home to grade. As an alternative to
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marking extra drafts at home, Ebert marked second drafts during class
time while students were writing their next paragraph.
Campbell. Campbell was confident that DWCF is manageable with
the mindset that “writing classes take time.” Some factors that made it
more manageable for him were that the feedback was limited to codes, the
students only had 1 week to produce an error-free draft, and the length
of writing time was limited to 10 minutes. Another important factor that
made DWCF manageable for Campbell was that error marking and class
preparation were “all rolled into one.” In other words, marking drafts
informed him which areas of grammar needed the most review and provided examples to use for activities or worksheets.
Smith. An important factor that influenced the manageability of
DWCF for Smith was that the materials for class came from drafts she
marked. The quizzes she created came directly from students’ drafts.
Another factor that made the strategy more manageable for Smith was
that the students she taught had intermediate-high to advanced-low
proficiency, which resulted in fewer errors.
However, Smith did make some modifications to the strategy in order to make it more manageable. These modifications included having
students write their first drafts at home instead of in class and giving only
error-based feedback rather than including feedback on the overall quality of the writing (the original strategy assigned a score for content and
organization). Smith also did not score the drafts or assess them, other
than the error coding, so marking sessions could be more manageable.
Students were given completion points for the assignment.
Rivera. Rivera listed many factors that made DWCF manageable for
him. One of the main aspects that aided manageability was that there was
not a lot of preparation time needed for the course because planning,
scoring, and marking drafts were “all rolled together,” as the marking sess
ion informed him of the grammar material to cover in the next class.
He also mentioned the time limitation of 10 minutes for writing and the
1-week period within which students had to produce error-free paragraphs as being manageability factors.
Another aspect that made the DWCF experience manageable
for Rivera was his personal perspective on marking. He did not consider himself a perfectionist, and this helped him approach marking in a
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manageable way. He did not think too long about how to code each error.
He felt justified in missing a few corrections as long as he was confident
that the overall experience helped students notice their writing in ways
that improved their accuracy.
Rivera noted that the proficiency level of the students also played
a significant role in the manageability of DWCF. He was able to quickly
go through marking errors because his students were highly proficient
and only made “three or four or five errors” per paragraph. He said that if
students were at a lower proficiency level and were making over 10 errors
per paragraph, many aspects of the strategy may be harder for the student
and teacher in terms of keeping the strategy manageable.
Adams. Adams’s overall perception of the original strategy of DWCF
was that it was unmanageable, and she identified several factors contributing to this: re-editing drafts, scoring drafts, error tally sheets, edit logs,
and error lists. Because these factors made the process less manageable for
her, Adams made many modifications to DWCF as it was implemented in
her classes. She completely eliminated elements such as scoring drafts or
having students keep tally sheets and logs. The re-edits became “cumbersome” in her classes, so she eventually started having students see a tutor
for help correcting their first draft as opposed to engaging in the process
herself. Adams also noted that it was easier for her to correct the drafts
of her higher proficiency students because there were fewer corrections
overall to make.
The researcher-practitioner. The dynamic nature of teaching a class
using DWCF may be intimidating for some. A structured syllabus is not
followed in many ways; what is to be taught is not known far in advance,
hence the title “dynamic.” In the researcher-practitioner’s experience,
this made teaching the class more manageable in many ways. First of all,
she did not have to spend much time planning her calendar for the entire semester. She was able to plan as she went for grammar concepts and
exercises. The whole class revolved around what the students produced
in their daily paragraphs.
Because the paragraphs were only small snapshots of writing, the
researcher-practitioner was able to mark them in a reasonable amount
of time, and then the students did much of the planning work by logging their errors and keeping track of what types of errors they were
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making. Checking in on their error tally sheets and error lists provided the
researcher-practitioner with a lot of resources to use for instruction planning and materials. Those elements, with the overall experience reviewing
paragraphs, provided her with much to utilize in a manageable amount of
time spent marking and planning.
Another factor that influenced the manageability of DWCF was the
use of technology in organizing the assignments and submissions. Every
step working with drafts was done with technology, except for marking
the first drafts: First drafts (that students typed during class) were printed
and marked with a pen on paper due to the researcher-practitioner’s
preference. The resubmissions, marking of subsequent drafts, and error
logging were all done on a learning management system. Once the system was organized how the researcher-practitioner wanted it, submissions and all assignments for the course were much more manageable.
However, getting started and getting all the technology to work was
not manageable in the beginning. For example, using the learning management system required setting up all of the paragraph assignments, edit
logs, error tally sheets, and error lists with their submission options ahead
of time. Also, there was some trouble getting started with utilizing the
computer systems for all 16 students to type and submit their paragraphs
during class. Once the researcher-practitioner and students became acc
ustomed to the process, it became more manageable.
Summary of factors influencing manageability. Table 1 presents the
emergent categories among the factors mentioned by participants that influence DWCF manageability. These categories were identified through
analysis based on grounded theory. The table displays the categories and
the number of participants (including the researcher-practitioner) that
claimed each category as a factor that influenced the manageability of
DWCF.
Based on the frequency of the emergent categories in Table 1, factors that most commonly influence the manageability of DWCF are (a)
marking time that doubled as planning time, (b) paragraph-writing time
being limited to 10 minutes, (c) using the strategy with higher proficiency
level students, (d) limiting feedback to codes, and (c) limiting the time to
resubmit to 1 week.
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Table 1
Factors Influencing Manageability of DWCF
Category

Frequency of occurrence among all
participants

Marking doubles as planning time

5

10-minute writing time for each paragraph

3

Students with higher English proficiency level

3

Feedback limited to codes		

2

Limiting resubmissions to 1 week

2

Completion score only 		

1

Decreasing number of drafts

1

Eliminating scoring drafts

1

Eliminating tally sheets and logs

1

First drafts completed at home

1

Drafts marked during class

1

No perfectionism about codes

1

Remembering writing classes take time

1

Students using tutor for first draft

1

Using technology

1

Time Required to Grade Drafts Using DWCF
One of the critical issues with research regarding the manageability
of DWCF is that there has been no record of how long it takes to grade all
the drafts produced on a regular basis. During interviews, each teacher
was asked about how long a typical session of marking drafts took. The
researcher-practitioner also timed and recorded her own marking sess
ions during the semester she taught.
All five teachers. Ebert said that in a class of 16–20 students, he spent
about 45 minutes a day marking drafts. In a class of about 15 students,
Campbell recalled spending about 20–25 minutes on first drafts. According to him, his total marking time combined with planning time never
exceeded 90 minutes. Smith estimated that it took her about 60 minutes
to grade all drafts for one day’s submission. This included the first drafts
as well as other drafts from previous assignments. Rivera stated that his
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marking sessions were normally 20–30 minutes. He also reported that if
there were many drafts, he would grade them quickly, not catching everything. In the semester when Adams taught using the original strategy
of DWCF, she said it took her about 30 minutes to mark all the drafts for
her class of six students.
The researcher-practitioner. The researcher-practitioner timed her
marking sessions at the beginning of the semester, then midsemester, and
then again at the end of the semester. Table 2 illustrates the substantial
decrease in time it took to grade drafts as she grew accustomed to the
process.
Table 2
The Researcher-Practitioner’s Marking Session Time (Minutes) Over the Course of
1 Semester
Beginning
Draft

Middle

End

Drafts

Minutes

Drafts

Minutes

Drafts

Minutes

1st

15

50

15

30

15

27

2nd

11

20

10

18

11

14

3rd

12

20

10

15

10

9

4th

5

10

8

10

5

6

Total

43

100

43

73

41

56

Note. Total minutes of marking time for each period of the semester are shown in boldface.

The data suggest a learning curve for marking and the possibility that marking becomes more manageable over time. The researcherpractitioner followed the original strategy exactly, so these times include
the first four drafts for 16 students.
Summary of time required to grade drafts. Upon comparing marking
times reported among all participants, it seems that after gaining at least a
semester’s worth of experience with marking for DWCF, grading sessions
tended to be shorter than 60 minutes on any given day for a class of 16–20
ELL students. While it took the researcher-practitioner longer to grade
in the beginning of the first semester, by the end of the semester, grading
times reduced to what the more experienced participants reported.
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Teacher Suggestions for Enhancing the Manageability of DWCF
Ebert. Ebert had several suggestions for maintaining manageability.
He suggested that teachers adapt the number of drafts they grade at home
in order to keep marking time at a maximum of about 40–45 minutes a
day; he said if marking time goes over that, the number of drafts students
turn in should be reduced to two drafts per paragraph assignment. Additionally, Ebert noted that lingering past a second draft was “defeating the
purpose” of the strategy for his students as they would stop “feeling the
benefits” of the process if they had to keep doing multiple drafts to get
the grammar perfect. He also suggested that teachers should not try to be
perfectionists with error coding.
Campbell. Campbell also had many suggestions for teachers to follow
in order to enhance manageability. Some of them regarded the preparation and knowledge teachers had themselves before even starting to teach
the course. He emphasized that teachers must have experience teaching
ESL and have a “sense of the grammar of English” before teaching using
DWCF.
One of Campbell’s strongest suggestions was to read Shelley’s (2014)
handbook on DWCF. This handbook not only provides material for and
explains the process of DWCF, but also has tutorials and opportunities for
teachers to practice with the error coding. This type of preparation and
practice marking is crucial according to Campbell.
In addition, he suggested to use the error codes “?” or “AWK” (awkward) when errors in students’ writing get complex. The “?” code should
be used if a sentence has so many errors that it is not clear what the writer
is trying to express. Instead of taking time to mark every grammar error in
the confusing sentence, Campbell felt that it was better to put a question
mark since the student would need to rewrite anyway in order to clarify
the sentence. The “AWK” code is best used when what the student is trying to express is understood, but he or she presents it in a grammatically
incorrect and complex way that is far from what would be used by a native
speaker. Instead of writing a correct new sentence or restructuring the
sentence for the student, it is more efficient to use “AWK” in that situation.
Another suggestion Campbell made was modifying the number of
paragraphs or drafts students were required to submit as needed. One
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example of a modification was to have students write only two new paragraphs during the week if there was a test or the instructor was overloaded
with work. Another example would be to hold back some paragraphs
when getting overwhelmed, instead of marking them and returning them,
so they could be used for assessment later. These modifications would
be for the teacher’s use in maintaining manageability as needed, not permanent modifications to the strategy. The last suggestion that he added
was to refrain from teaching more than one linguistic accuracy course
in a semester.
Smith. Some of Smith’s strongest suggestions for teachers were to
“know grammar” and “be positive” and encouraging to students, remembering that the DWCF strategy works. Smith also suggested that other
teachers could use some adaptations that she found assisted manageability, including having students write and print their first drafts at home
and avoiding doing more than two drafts with students. She said some
students may need to have a third draft, but it usually was not necessary to
pay attention to the few errors left in the second draft.
Rivera. Rivera’s main suggestion was to use DWCF for “higher level”
students. Higher level in Rivera’s definition would equate to the ACTFL
(2012) proficiency standard of advanced-low and higher. He believes that
if there are more than 10 errors per paragraph, the process is not as manageable. He also suggested that teachers should not overthink their marking or the plan for class but rather simply have students work with the
errors from marking sessions for the next class.
Rivera felt strongly about making appropriate adaptations to keep
manageability. He suggested that if teachers adapt anything for manageability’s sake, they should not decrease the number of drafts or paragraphs
students submit because it would make the process less constant. Instead,
teachers should try reducing the time of in-class paragraph writing to 5–7
minutes.
Adams. Adams stated that teaching with DWCF takes a while to get
used to but that it is important for teachers to remember that it is effective—teachers should not give up on using it altogether. Her main sugg
estion in order to achieve manageability was that teachers could send
students to writing tutors with their coded first drafts. She tried the original
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strategy for one 16-week semester but felt that having students work with
an external ESL tutor on their subsequent corrections was much more
manageable for everyone involved. When Adams used the original strategy, she would try to mark the second draft during the time in class when
students were writing their new paragraphs.
The researcher-practitioner. The researcher-practitioner’s main sugg
estions for any teacher that plans to teach a course using DWCF were
to prepare by reading Shelley’s (2014) DWCF handbook and to have a
mentor who has taught using DWCF before. Teaching DWCF has a steep
learning curve. It takes a while to get used to, even if one has researched
it and read all of the steps in Shelley’s handbook. Having a mentor to ask
questions about the strategy was crucial for the researcher-practitioner to
achieve manageability.
Teaching with DWCF was stressful in the beginning, but the
researcher-practitioner always walked into the class with an excitement
for the “paragraph party” and the effective work that would be done with
the strategy. When the researcher-practitioner had enthusiasm for DWCF
and the strategy was explicitly introduced as something significantly
effective, the students were motivated and excited to work hard and see
their progress. The strategy can be positive and motivating depending on
the enthusiasm the teacher brings to the classroom.
Something else that helped the researcher-practitioner keep the
marking sessions manageable was to keep some of the paragraphs instead
of marking them and returning them, as suggested by Campbell. If the
researcher-practitioner was stressed because of her workload, she would
use some of the writing pieces as a quiz or as part of a future assignment.
This cut down on marking time and planning time for future materials. This was also extremely meaningful for students to be working with
their own writing and editing their own paragraphs as a proficiency
assessment.
Summary of suggestions for enhancing the efficacy of DWCF. Table
3 presents the emergent categories among suggestions found through
grounded theory analysis. It includes how frequently each category occurred among all participants and the researcher-practitioner.
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Table 3
Suggestions for Enhancing Manageability of DWCF
Category

Frequency of occurrence among
all participants

Avoiding coding perfectionism

3

Decreasing the number of drafts submitted

3

Positive attitude

3

Experience of teacher

2

Keeping some assignments

2

Remembering the learning curve

2

Shelley’s (2014) handbook

2

Decreasing the number of writing/linguistic accuracy classes taught

1

First drafts completed at home

1

Decreasing writing time for drafts

1

Marking during class time

1

Skipping days

1

Utilizing a tutor for first drafts

1

Having a mentor

1

Using DWCF only for high-level proficiency students

1

Based on the frequency of emergent categories in the table above, the
most common suggestions for enhancing manageability of DWCF are
avoiding coding perfectionism, decreasing the number of drafts submitted (most participants said to two drafts per week), maintaining a positive attitude about the strategy and being motivated by its efficacy, having
experience teaching (especially in writing or grammar), holding on to
some assignments (using them later as quiz or test questions instead of
grading), remembering there is a learning curve, and studying the handbook from Shelley (2014).
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Discussion
While interpreting and synthesizing the data between the emergent categories of research questions 1 and 2, common themes were found
through grounded theory. Please note that there were a number of factors
and suggestions, such as having students see a tutor, that were not shared
by more than one teacher and were, therefore, not included. Only patterns
and relationships that two or more participants noted in interviews are
mentioned in this section. The following are some important things to
consider when planning to teach using DWCF.
Research Shows DWCF Is Effective
Every person interviewed agreed that this strategy is effective in helping students develop greater written linguistic accuracy. That was powerful motivation for teachers, and it could also be powerful motivation
for students as the process and research regarding its efficacy is explicitly
taught. It seems that when teachers are positive and enthusiastic about
DWCF, it is contagious and motivating for students.
There Is a Learning Curve
Remembering that the strategy is effective could also be important
in helping people get through the initial learning curve. There is a learning curve for both teachers and students as they get used to the process.
Most of the teachers agreed that it took them a while to get used to implementing DWCF, and some teachers made major modifications because
it was so difficult at first. With the learning curve in mind, it is possible
that such modifications may have been made prematurely. Manageability
comes with time but can be worth the wait because of the positive effects
of the strategy. Reading Shelley’s (2014) handbook and having a mentor
can help teachers get through the beginning of the semester, and manageability can increase from there.
Marking Time Is Also Preparation Time
There is some speculation about whether all the marking time is worth
it when DWCF is used. According to the results, the average total marking
time between all participants, including the researcher-practitioner, was
about 55 minutes per day with an average of 16–20 students. When considering that the marking time is also a large part of preparation time, the
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experience can become much more manageable as a whole process. The
error-filled sentences that students produce and document become the
materials for instruction, assignments, and assessments.
Experience Is Needed
Most teachers mentioned that adequate professional development
and grammar knowledge is needed to manageably implement DWCF. If
a teacher lacks a good command of English grammar, identifying and
coding grammar mistakes may take much longer and be more difficult.
Also, because of the complex and dynamic nature of the strategy, it may
be better that novice teachers not attempt DWCF. Many of those who
expressed the greatest concerns with the manageability of DWCF were
less experienced teachers (Eddington, 2014; Shelley, 2014). That being
said, there was also a clear pattern of warnings against being a perfectionist when it comes to coding the errors. If teachers are confident in
their experience and grammar knowledge, they should not overthink the
corrections they make.
DWCF Works Best for Higher Level Students
At one point or another during the interviews, participants unanim
ously agreed that this strategy works best with higher level students. In
this study, higher level students might correspond with matriculated university students or students at the ACTFL (2012) level of advanced-low
and higher. The reason for this is that lower proficiency students produce
an overwhelming amount of errors. This echoes Lee’s (2009) research,
which concluded that there was no improvement in writing accuracy for
students at the ACTFL intermediate proficiency level when DWCF was
implemented. DWCF becomes more manageable when students produce
fewer errors and have the ability to process and understand the strategy
when explicitly taught.
It Is Acceptable to Hold on to First Drafts or Skip Days
Teachers in this study occasionally skipped days of having students
write new paragraphs or postponed marking first drafts in order to keep
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the process more manageable. The original strategy’s design stipulates
that students write new paragraphs every day of class for teachers to mark
immediately, but sometimes instructors get overwhelmed with work and
need to give themselves and the students a break to catch up. An ideal
time to skip new drafts could be on the day of a test. Instructors could also
hold onto first drafts and use them for a future quiz or assignment instead
of marking them.
Keep the Number of Drafts to Two
Many of the teachers interviewed revealed that they preferred not to
mark more than two drafts per paragraph. Some of the teachers only took
the first drafts home to code and marked the second drafts during class
time as the students wrote new paragraphs. This resulted in teachers only
marking first drafts during their marking sessions for the entire semester,
which made the process more manageable. Some of the teachers admitted
that they stopped having students complete more drafts after draft two,
even if they observed some lingering errors. The teachers thought that
the last few errors were not critical and put more emphasis on manageability for the students and themselves.
As a note of caution, it may be important to remember that the fundamental principles of DWCF include being manageable as well as being constant, timely, and meaningful. If any one of these principles is
applied less than another, it could jeopardize the ability for the other three
to play their part in this teaching strategy. For example, if the number
of drafts were cut off before a student achieved an error-free draft for
the sake of maintaining manageability, this could threaten the meaningful
component from the student’s perspective. In order for DWCF to be effective, there must be a balance among the four principles.
Limitations and Future Research
In this study, manageability of DWCF was subjective and analyzed via
participant perceptions. For future research, it would be helpful to define
manageability more explicitly and operationalize it for a more quantitative
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analysis. Another limitation in this study was that four of the five teachers
interviewed had not been recently teaching writing or grammar classes.
These teachers were chosen because they had extensive experience with
DWCF—two of the four were creators of the strategy. While the background knowledge and experience shared by these participants was
especially valuable to the research, manageability and successful implementation for newer teachers would likely differ from their results. Future
research would benefit by obtaining more precise data, as opposed to participant recollections, from more current teachers of DWCF, including
newer teachers, thus offering a wider variety of experiences to learn from.
Additionally, some adaptations that were introduced in this study
would be interesting for follow-up research. For example, a possible future
research question could be whether the efficacy of DWCF is affected when
the writing time for paragraphs is limited to only 5 minutes. Finding a
balance between the principles of constancy and manageability is also
something that could be a topic for further research with regard to paragraph and draft amount and frequency.
Finally, while this research was focused on the manageability of
DWCF for teachers, it would be interesting to collect data on how students perceive the manageability of DWCF specifically, which would add
to Lee’s (2009) findings about students’ more general perspectives and
attitudes toward DWCF. Whether qualitative interviews and surveys or
quantitative measurements of time spent fixing drafts are used, there are
abundant data that could be gathered in terms of students’ experiences
with the strategy. The framework of DWCF is designed to be manageable
for both the teacher and the student, so this research would be highly relevant and contribute to the literature in this area.
Conclusions
DWCF has a proven history of efficacy, but it is not without flaws. Of
the four principles that define this strategy—feedback should be manageable, meaningful, timely, and constant— manageability seems to be
the most challenging for writing practitioners. DWCF can be demanding;
however, the seasoned teachers in this study have provided helpful insights on how to make this process more manageable while preserving its
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efficacy. Taking these suggestions into consideration, higher proficiency
students may significantly improve their written linguistic accuracy as
teachers implement this strategy in their second language writing and
grammar classrooms.
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Appendix A
Error Correction Symbols

Taken from Hartshorn, 2008, p. 74.
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Appendix B
1.

2.
3.

4.
5.
6.

Semistructured Interview Questions
I’m interviewing you for this research because DWCF has been a part
of your teaching. Can you give me a sense of your history with that?
How long have you taught English to speakers of other languages?
How long did you teach using the DWCF method?
You’ve taught using DWCF. Walk me through the process of how you
use it in your classroom.
With DWCF, there are four basic principles of being timely, constant,
meaningful, and manageable. Tell me about the manageability as you
teach it.
(Question 4 is optional if they do not say anything about poor manageability in the interview.)
What changes could be made to the method as described in Hartshorn’s
dissertation to improve manageability that wouldn’t detract from the
other principles of timeliness, meaningfulness, and constancy, if any?
What suggestions would you give to teachers who are about to teach a
class using DWCF for the first time to help them attain manageability?
Why?
Is there anything else you would like to say about the manageability
of DWCF?
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Anthony Edgington
University of Toledo
This article explores the problems associated with a pedagogy of severity, which
influences how teachers read and respond to student papers, and suggests that reflection, especially reflection-in-action, can be useful to writing instructors as they
respond to their students’ texts. Reflection-in-action, or the reflection that occurs
while one is still in the process of completing a task, offers teachers and students
the opportunity to reflect on the value of written comments while still possessing
the chance to create effective and informative student texts and teacher comments.
After exploring how reflection can benefit response, experiences with two reflective
activities are given as examples of how reflection-in-action can be introduced into
a teacher’s response practices.

Keywords: reflection, written response, journals
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Kevin Porter (2001) in “A Pedagogy of Charity: Donald Davidson
and the Student-Negotiated Composition Classroom,” argued that some
teachers approach writing instruction from a pedagogy of severity,
searching for the negative in student writing and often believing that “a
blank page with no comments” is the only positive comment a student
needs (p. 581). Porter saw this approach as problematic for both the student and the teacher—he theorized that students often model their
commenting and revision practices after their classroom experiences, as
well as how teachers have responded to their texts. In studying his own
students’ peer review activities, he found that most students approached
response as an activity of error-hunting and correction, searching for
faults and problems while rarely attending to learning and development
(p. 578). He asked, “If not from past teachers or writing textbooks, where
are these ‘rules of thumb’ coming from?” (p. 581).
One could further ask why these rules of thumb—this pedagogy of
severity—continue to exist, replicated year in and year out in writing
courses. While dozens of studies on teacher response speak to the value
of written and oral commentary, we continue to find narratives, both
in writing and in our hallways and classrooms, that speak to the problems students encounter when a teacher puts pen to paper (Connors
& Lundford, 1986; Fassler, 1978; Freedman, 1987; Harvey, 2003). Over
the past few years, I have explored this issue with students in my classes,
ranging from first-year composition to graduate-level courses in writing
theory and practice. I ask each group the same question: What have been
your experiences with teacher response, including written comments,
conferencing, electronic communication, or other methods? With each
passing course, the consistency in the students’ responses is amazing, regardless of whether it is a class of freshmen or graduate students. While
students at times discuss positive experiences with teacher response
(these usually come from my more successful student writers), the conversation overwhelmingly moves into tales in which a pedagogy of severity emerged. Among the stories are ones that detail (a) the lack of
response offered from instructors, (b) responses that focused exclusively
on what the student had done wrong in the paper, (c) responses that
contradicted earlier teacher comments, (d) stereotypical comments, and
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(e) responses in which instructors raised questions about the student’s
mental or emotional ability to do college-level work.
In this article, I will explore Porter’s discussion of the pedagogy of
severity and how it has negatively influenced teacher response. I will then
consider how incorporating more teacher reflection into our response habits may downplay or even eradicate the pedagogy of severity from our responses specifically and our classrooms in general. Finally, I will offer two
potential reflective methods that, if incorporated into a writing classroom,
can help instructors better understand how the pedagogy of severity may
be a part of their pedagogy while also seeing how these methods can help
teachers produce more effective written responses to student papers.
Pedagogy of Severity in Response to Student Writing
According to Porter (2001), the pedagogy of severity has become
a noticeable aspect of composition classrooms, which are composed
of “countless instances of failures to continue communication” (p. 576).
Students witness the pedagogy of severity through “the shutting down of
dialogic possibilities” and through teachers “assigning labels and making
corrections instead of asking questions and searching for new answers,”
all leading to “the perpetuation of damaging attitudes about what education is, how teachers should respond to students’ work, and how students
should respond to their own work as well” (p. 576). As an example of how
this pedagogy influences classrooms, Porter discussed how students responded to each other during a peer review session. While students stated
beforehand that they hoped to receive “substantive responses” and to
have their writing “treated respectfully” by others, these same students
offered mostly grammatical and lower-order feedback, and the discussion
“mainly centered around faults and problems—trademarks of the pedagogy of severity” (p. 578). Porter argued that students learn this pedagogy
of severity from teachers and the larger field, pointing to harmful written
comments from teachers that often focus on corrections and mistakes,
the use of “corrections charts” in various handbooks and rhetorics, and
lore that has been passed down about the stress and labor associated with
response. The connection between teacher and researcher voices and
student written responses is clear to Porter; he wrote:
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My students’ attitudes toward responding to writing in a classroom
didn’t just emerge from a vacuum. Their willingness to defend their
assessments—some quite sarcastic—as “natural” (i.e., “how else
could writing be evaluated?”) or “common-sensical” revealed how
well the students had internalized their experiences with writing
over the years. . . . When asked to grapple with rough drafts instead
of finished, published pieces, my students found themselves, not surprisingly, with few strategies other than those that had been used to
evaluate their own unpublished writing; and unfortunately, those
strategies frequently belonged to a pedagogy of severity that limited
the way students read and responded to the writing of others and,
presumably, their own writing. (p. 584)
I agree with Porter that the pedagogy of severity has persisted in
our classrooms and in our research about teacher response for several
decades. Response continues to be depicted as a mundane and time-
consuming task that must often be completed in an isolated, acontextual
environment, such as a teacher’s office, away from the eyes of students,
peers, and administrators. To add to the dismay, instructors often believe
that these responses will be discarded (both physically and mentally) by
the students almost immediately after they are created and subsequently
read, perhaps only later reflected upon by the instructor or someone else
(such as an administrator during program review or a researcher for a
response-based study). With these views in mind, it should come as no
surprise to hear about the physical and mental exhaustion that can occur
with response. Harvey’s (2003) reflections on response are indicative of
the views of many writing instructors:
When one is reading each paper in a batch with close attention to
ideas and expression and morale and future papers the student may
write and must get the whole import into a concise, usable response,
the first ten or so papers can be kind of fun; the next ten and beyond
will be increasingly less so, to the point where one flags, delays and
avoids, feeds the dog, cleans the bathroom, makes more coffee, eventually forces oneself to the bitter end. (p. 48)
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In some ways, Harvey is right; the process of responding to student
writing is exhausting—physically, emotionally, and mentally. Yet I would
argue that the pedagogy of severity is one of the noticeable causes of
this tremendous harm. Response is the one area in which we make the
strongest connections with our students, and if not done effectively, it
can cause great damage to not only their writing identities and abilities
but also to how we as teachers view students, their writing, and our own
pedagogy. For example, past studies have shown that when teachers approach response from a perspective similar to the pedagogy of severity,
the responses produced tend to convey negativity and lead to both less
development in student writing ability and lower self-esteem among student writers (Connors & Lunsford, 1986; Knoblauch & Brannon, 1981;
Mallonee & Breihan, 1985; Sommers, 1982; Straub, 1997).
How do we move beyond this pedagogy of severity? One idea is
to encourage instructors to spend more time thinking and reflecting on
their responses; they can then use these reflections to form and transform
their pedagogy. Referring to previous research on response, Phelps (2000)
wrote:
Classroom ethnographies and case studies hold promise for insight.
But the most achievable and profound type of empirical inquiry into
student learning lies in teachers’ own reflections on their practical
experience. . . . Examining the results of responses as an experiment
. . . is exactly what reflective practice means. (pp. 96–97)
It is especially important for teachers to incorporate this reflection
into their actual response time because it allows them to think about their
comments when they still have the opportunity to help student writers.
I want to now take up Phelps’s argument and discuss the importance
of reflecting upon the response methods we use and the feedback we offer
to students. To emphasize this, I will focus on practical methods I have incorporated into my writing courses to help me reflect upon my responses
during the most critical point: the process of responding. These methods
foster more reflection-in-action during teacher response, the type of reflection that occurs during the act of response itself.
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Current View of Reflection in Response Literature
While the value of reflection has been discussed in relation to different areas of writing pedagogy (Bishop, 1999; Brookfield, 1995; Hillocks,
1995; Yancey, 1998), the same cannot be said for literature about reflection
in relation to responding to student writing. For the most part, reflection
connected to response has continually been depicted as an activity useful to students but not to teachers. For example, one can find numerous
articles on how students can be more reflective when reading and revising their own texts or the texts of others. Such tools as writers’ memos
and reflective letters are frequently discussed in composition literature
(Berzynski, 2001; Yancey, 1998), and it is now common for students to
write reflective documents as part of the drafting and revision process at
different times in a writing course as well as when submitting their writing
or portfolio for a final grade.
However, while narratives on students’ reflection are common, research and narratives on teachers’ reflection on response are rare. Only
a few articles have appeared that connect teacher response directly to
theories of reflection. One article is Straub’s (2000) “The Student, the Text,
and the Classroom Context: A Case Study of Teacher Response.” Straub
wrote that one of his goals was to “reflect upon my own responding
practices [used during a 1993 class] in light of my teaching and to model
such acts of teacher reflection.” He later argued that he hoped to “suggest
how other teachers might go about reflecting on their ways of responding in light of their own assignments, instruction, and goals and usefully
integrate contemporary response theory into their classroom practice”
(pp. 24–25). Straub believed certain principles of response have been and
should continue to be guiding principles for the field of composition.
These principles were ones he followed in his 1993 course:
1. “Turn your comments into a conversation” (p. 28).
2. “Do not take control over the student’s text” (p. 31).
3. “Give priority to global concerns of content, context, organization,
and purpose before getting (overly) involved with style and correctness” (p. 34).
4. “Limit the scope of your comments and the number of comments you
present” (p. 40).
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5. “Select your focus of comments according to the stage of drafting and
relative maturity of the text” (p. 42).
6. “Gear your comments to the individual student” (p. 42).
7. “Make frequent use of praise” (p. 46).
After providing examples of how his responses fit into the seven principles, Straub conducted a short reflection; he mentioned that he “wrote
a lot of comments” on the papers during that class and that, while he was
happy with the amount of praise offered, he would then offer “if not more,
then at least better, use of praise” (pp. 50–51). This is the extent of the reflection Straub offered in his article.
In her response to Straub’s article, Murphy (2000) pointed out that
Straub created a very prescriptive environment by introducing current
discussions in the field as “principles.” Murphy argued:
The thing about principles (or standards)—especially when they are
presented as rules—is that there are always exceptions. The danger is
that they are likely to be interpreted as recipes to be followed, regardless of the context in which they are to be used or applied. (p. 84)
Murphy further criticized Straub because student voices are missing
from his analysis. She stated, “What counts as knowledge is socially constructed by teachers and students, not by teachers alone. To put it another
way, we need to see the other side of the conversation” (p. 86, emphasis in
original).
In addition to Murphy’s arguments, I am underwhelmed by Straub’s
“reflective” nature. Straub’s amount of reflection is very limited and does
not encompass the various dimensions that reflection can take. One
could argue that the type of reflection Straub advocated is Donald Schon’s
(1982) reflection-on-action, or “thinking back on what we have done in
order to discover how our knowing-in-action may have contributed to
an unexpected outcome” (p. 26). This view of reflection has been the prevailing one in our field; research and narratives usually discuss reflection
as an activity taking place after an extended period of time has elapsed,
critiquing one’s actions in light of current theory and then evaluating the
success or failure of the activity along with possible changes for future
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use. In regard to teacher response, the literature encourages instructors
to reflect during a time when it can be useful to instructors and to the
comments they are writing, but this really holds little value for the student
writers who receive the initial comments.
Seeing how Straub’s seven principles could be used during an actual
class and not in retrospect may hold more value. While reflecting on past
responses is useful, it appears to be the second step in becoming more reflective responders. The first step—the one that has rarely been discussed
in relation to teacher response—is reflection-in-action, or reflecting on
the immediate thoughts and reactions that a person has while performing an act. It is the time “during which we can still make a difference to
the situation at hand—our thinking serves to reshape what we are doing
while we are doing it” (Schon, 1982, p. 26). Suddenly, the question is not
“How successful or unsuccessful were my responses to an earlier class?”
but rather “How successful or unsuccessful are my responses to this current class?” As Bardine, Bardine, and Deegan (2000) wrote, “Assessing
student writing goes beyond merely grading papers. Teachers need to
first understand their role as responder and make it an integral part of
writing instruction” (p. 95). My argument here is not that teachers do not
already reflect while responding—most teachers find themselves reflecting on how to make response more productive. What I am arguing is that
many teachers do not have a systematic way of managing and strategically using these reflections in order to become better responders specifically and better teachers in general.1 In this article, I will explore further
the possibilities of systematically using reflections in order to become
stronger readers and responders to student writing. Specifically, I will
offer teachers two useful methods for making reflection-in-action more
productive when responding to student texts: response journals and
audiorecorded comments.
Response Journals
Before promoting the benefits of response journals, I should come
clean and state that I am not a “journal person.” As a student, journaling
1. Kathleen Blake Yancey’s method of highlighting student texts to illustrate how she reads the paper is
one exception. For more information, see Chapter 5 (1998, pp. 110–112).
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was something I always saw as a waste of time; when asked to write an
entry, I was the one who would spend a few minutes doodling and then
either write down a jumbled one-paragraph answer to the prompt or develop an outline of main points. The move to the opposite side of the desk
did not spark any new interest in the activity: while my colleagues would
rave about their students’ journals and what they were learning from the
entries, I continued to resist, arguing that it was too time consuming or
did not fit into my current pedagogical beliefs or curriculum.
Thus, it was not surprising that the idea of keeping a response journal
happened quite by accident. The focus of my dissertation was on studying
how writing instructors responded to student writing, with an emphasis
on how context influenced their written comments (see Edgington, 2004,
for more information). The research caused me to reflect more on my own
response methods and led to an interesting observation: while responding, whenever a perplexing idea, paragraph, or sentence emerged, I would
stop responding and start talking. Maybe I was talking to the voices in the
text (Zebroski, 1989); maybe my audience was my “other” self (Murray,
1982). Regardless, the pattern was consistent: get stuck responding, start
talking.
Then, one day, rather than talking, I began to write. It occurred while
responding to a series of rough drafts from a second-semester composition class concentrating on research writing and organized around a
community project. Early in the semester, each student sent me a short
memo that answered a few questions about their chosen community.
Many students experienced difficulty aligning themselves with a community, while others chose communities too large to handle for this particular assignment. These issues were addressed in class, and the students set
out writing the first paper for the course, a three- to four-page proposal
that explained the community and the project in more detail. Reading
and responding to these initial proposals, I quickly noticed that my comments were similar to the comments offered earlier on the memos. After
responding to a few proposals, my verbal conversation with my fictitious
audience began. Why could these students not understand the concept
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behind the paper? We had spent time in class discussing different types
of communities, right? Since the whole class was developed around this
theme, was I facing the possibility of a semester full of problems?
Then, quite out of the ordinary, I grabbed a pen and began to write.
While initially this started out as a note to myself for future reference, the
direction and content of the writing gradually changed. What follows is
part of the initial entry that later became my response journal:
What am I going to do? These proposals just aren’t going the way
that I hoped they would. Expectations just a little too high? But, I
don’t see this as a difficult project. I mean, how hard is it to see the
communities we belong to? I belong to a number of communities:
the university, my family, the church my wife and I attend, my fantasy
football league, various graduate student groups that meet for different purposes. And, I could probably name a whole slew of problems
that affect these communities. I mean, I wish I could get the people
in my fantasy football league to use the website I made for them. I
would like to get fellow graduate students to become more active in
the graduate student organization. I would love to get my wife’s father
and stepfather together just one time so that our families could have
a holiday meal.
After stopping and looking over what I had written, I skipped a few
lines and wrote the following:
On Monday, start class by talking about the different communities I
belong to and how these communities experience problems I would
like to have solved. Maybe spend time discussing as a larger group
how to solve these problems, what kinds of research would have to
be done, etc. Or, choose a community the students would be familiar
with and use it to show them how to start the project.
After this experience, the response journal became a more prominent
tool for me, especially when I encountered problems while responding
to student texts. This is not to say that I am continually writing in the
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journal; there have been various times when there has not been a need to
rely upon it. However, the journal is still a part of my teaching, becoming
a place for me to reflect upon my feelings about student writing, methods
of response, and pedagogy.
Because of the value this practice has brought to my teaching, I have
introduced the concept to our graduate teaching instructors. I experimented with having a group of teaching assistants (TAs) keep a response
journal over the course of their first semester. The TAs were told that there
was no requirement for how many times they had to write in the journal, just that they should try to use it at least once during the semester to
help them when they encountered problematic student texts or faced a
perplexing problem. Of the 12 TAs, nine remarked that the journal became an important tool for them—one in which they were able to think
through complex problems and issues (for some, not just related to response but to other classroom issues as well). One TA remarked:
The journal became a place for me to rant a little bit about what I was
reading, which is better than having those thoughts show up in my
comments. But, by ranting, I also recognized where [sic] I could do
better in helping my students.
Another stated:
The response journal helped me see that some of my comments were
vague and did a poor job of explaining my suggestions to students. By
using the journal to try out different phrases and ideas, I was able to
come up with some stronger comments.
While the journal was useful to most of the TAs, three felt this activity
did not work for them. One of these students said:
The journal felt unnecessary for me. Yes, I did run into some problematic papers, but talking with other TAs or the lecturer I worked with
[during the previous semester] was more useful to me. Honestly, the
journal was something I wrote in after the fact.
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In my opinion, comments like this one serve as a reminder that not
all reflective activities work equally well for all teachers. What the response journal does, in short, is make reflection-in-action (along with
reflection-on-action) a visible part of the responding process.
Audio-Recorded Responses
The concept of tape-recording (or audio-recording) one’s comments
on a student text has long been a recognized strategy in composition.
Sommers (2002) wrote, “Listening to the instructor’s response on a tape
cassette requires students to take an active interpretative role by taking
notes on their own drafts of what they understand the instructor to be saying” (p. 266). Anson (1997) studied recorded commentary over the past
20 years and found that teachers who use recorded comments are more
comfortable in their role as a responder and have less dread in responding
to student texts.
More recently, researchers in writing studies have explored current
technologies and how these can be useful tools for instructors responding to student papers. Following up on his earlier work with tape-
recorded responses, Anson (2016) explored how screencasts can be used
for recording both audio and visual responses. His research found that
“the screencast technology appears to have created an evaluative space
in which students could interact with their teacher in ways they saw
as productive to the learning environment,” leading to students feeling
more “involved and respected” (pp. 399–400). Grigoryan (2017) reported
on instructors using Jing, a screen-capture software, in an online classroom and found that “survey and interview results indicate that students
who received AV (audio visual comments through Jing) + T (text-based
comments) rated their interaction with the instructor as more personal
than those who received only T (text-based comments)” (p. 104). AhernDodson and Reisinger (2017) studied the use of audio comments created
as MP3 files in L2 writing classes; they found that teacher engagement
with the student texts rose when using audio comments, shifting the
teacher’s role from “graders” of student essays to “readers” of student
essays. Cox, Black, Henley, and Keith (2015) found that audio and
screencast commentary can be especially valuable in an online writing
classroom setting. We have even begun to see audio commentary used in
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classrooms beyond composition, such as mathematics (Weld, 2014) and
sociology (Heimbürger, 2018).
The research on audio-recorded response has consistently focused on
it as a response method, used by teachers to provide feedback to students.
However, can audio-recorded responses also provide a way for teachers to reflect upon their own pedagogy? As previously mentioned, my
dissertation (Edgington, 2004) focused on how the context surrounding
a response situation affected teachers’ written comments. Eight college
writing instructors were asked to “think-aloud” while reading and responding to student texts. The goal was to better understand what thought
processes occur while teachers are reading and commenting on student
drafts, including what influences their reading and responding strategies
and what effect these thoughts have on the written comments offered to
students.
After the think-alouds, each instructor participated in an interview
about the experience. During these interviews, when asked to elaborate
on the experience, three instructors mentioned that they took time to
listen to the response session and that this experience convinced them
of the possible benefits of this method, including a better understanding
of their different strengths and weaknesses as responders. One instructor mentioned that she was surprised at how quickly she read some of
her students’ papers and expressed concern that she was “skimming” too
much. Another talked about how much she enjoyed reading the papers
and noted that she used the word “good” often, something that surprised
her, since she often felt like she was too critical in her comments.
Audio-recording oneself while reading and responding may be an
additional method for instructors who want to reflect on how they are responding. Audio-recording comments allows an instructor to understand
his or her own successes and problems that occur during response. There
could also be ways of organizing the think-aloud to focus on a particular problem. For example, if instructors note that they have difficulty
reading and responding to students with various grammatical problems,
audio-recording themselves while reading and responding to those papers could be enlightening. Teachers could decide to audio-record themselves while responding to a specific assignment, when reading papers
from a new genre, or when dealing with a difficult topic. While these
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recordings could be shared with students, the goal here is to give teachers
a chance to review their own response practices, identifying and reflecting
upon any issues that emerge from those recordings. This, in turn, will
allow them to become better responders, leading to students becoming
stronger writers.
Conclusion
While these two methods can assist instructors in becoming stronger
responders, I also realize not all instructors find themselves in a situation
in which these can easily be incorporated. Higher teaching loads, courses
at multiple universities or colleges, and research-heavy tenure requirements present significant obstacles that impinge upon the time that could
be devoted to reflective activities. Yet, even with these restrictions, it is
still important to find time to reflect upon how we respond. While constraints may lead to shorter reflections or reflections that occur less often
during a semester, there are still reasons to encourage faculty to conduct
reflections-in-action. Reflection does not have to occur for every paper
read, nor does it have to occur every time one responds. For those instructors who face time constraints, one may choose, for example, to write
in a response journal (a) only when necessary, (b) when presented with
specific types of problematic essays, or (c) after all of the responses have
occurred. An instructor may choose to tape-record only problematic texts
(and then listen to those recordings at a later time or immediately after
responding to note any trends or problems that occur). In other words,
these methods can be revised to fit into anyone’s schedule, needs, and
situations.
It is true that many instructors already do some form of reflection
while responding. Many of us may stop to think about our comments,
step away from the desk for a few moments to collect our thoughts, or
reflect back on past responses after we have finished or before we have
handed back papers to students. However, few instructors have a systematic way of recording and using these reflections. Methods like response
journals and tape-recorded responses become ways to record our reflections and thoughts that may become useful in the immediate moment.
In the past, when responding to second and third drafts of student
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papers, I often spent time thinking about the previous drafts and reflecting on earlier comments, on the experience of reading and responding
to the paper, and on any other conversations that occurred with the student during the time between the drafts. Now, I often refer to previous
entries in my response journal in order to help me remember these past
experiences, and I write new information that will help me when reading future drafts of the paper. Instructors could also listen to previously
recorded comments on earlier student drafts before reading new revisions of those papers (something that could be less time-consuming than
other methods). Thus, reflective methods can assist instructors who use
multiple-draft systems in their classrooms by offering another (and more
systematic) way of reflecting on previous drafts of student texts.
Finally, teachers in all teaching situations should be encouraged
to reflect because it is an important strategy to use; why else would we
routinely require our students to do it? Yet there has been little research
and literature that focuses on how teachers reflect upon their own writing
inside the classroom. There is something unethical about asking students
to consistently reflect upon what they are producing, yet failing to take
the time ourselves to do the same for our writing in the classroom. In
other words, are we having students write in a genre of reflection (letters,
memos, etc.) that we are not as knowledgeable about because we do not
reflect? As Porter (2001) discussed, many of our classrooms are fueled
by a pedagogy of severity, where both students and teachers focus more
on errors and correction than on student learning. Would this pedagogy
still be apparent if students and teachers began to become more reflective writers and responders? Since the majority of our classroom writing
tends to be in the form of comments to students, we must take the time
to reflect on written responses. Yes, reflecting on responses adds another
element to an already laborious activity; yes, teachers will need to spend
additional time during response (although I do not think the amount of
labor and time will significantly increase). However, by reflecting on their
comments—especially while responding—teachers will become stronger
responders and better instructors, highlighting how important reflection
truly is for novice and expert writers. Rather than shying away from the
reflecting we do, we need to develop strategies for better understanding
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how reflection affects the ways in which we respond. This in turn could
lead to more reflection in other areas of our teaching, encouraging all of
us to rethink about how reflection can, and should, be a greater practice
in our own pedagogy.
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